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Introduction
The Metropolis strives to reach a mythical point where the world is completely fabricated
by man, so that it absolutely coincides with his desires. The Metropolis is an addictive
machine, from which there is no escape, unless it offers that too…
Through this pervasiveness, its existence has become like the Nature it has replaced:
taken for granted, almost invisible, certainly indescribable.1
Thus begins Rem Koolhaas’s “fictional conclusion” to his book Delirious New York, a narrative
history of Manhattan’s urban development. Koolhaas locates, in the modern metropolis, an
“addictive machine” of architectural achievement; a mechanism that functions so independently
of human input that it overtakes nature’s historical role. The metropolis becomes not solely the
reflection of the desires of humans, but also the site of production for those desires—the likes of
which are tailored meticulously for and by the logic of modernity. The “addictive machine” that
Koolhaas describes manifests itself through the architectural maquettes of Constant
Nieuwenhuys (1920 – 2005), better known as Constant, and Bodys Isek Kingelez (1948 – 2015).
Each artist’s urban design proposes an inescapable and panoptic utopian metropolis, in which the
desires of the residents are fully represented—and conditioned—by the architecture itself.
Constant and Kingelez share a dedication to the creation of architectural maquettes, a
medium that is both sculptural and utilitarian in the architectural field. In their functional use,
maquettes act as preliminary models for architectural constructions. In the case of the work of
Constant and Kingelez, however, those scaled-up creations were never realized, nor were they
explicitly presented as realizable propositions. The maquette thus inhabits an ambiguous space at
the margins of sculpture and architecture; so unique a position grants the medium privileged
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Rem Koolhaas, Delirious New York: A Retroactive Manifesto for Manhattan (New York: Monacelli, 1994), 293.
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access to utopian ideation. In the introduction to his extensive anthology Utopias, political
philosopher and art historian Richard Noble writes:
Perhaps what defines art as utopian is not so much a common aesthetic form as an
attempt to model in some way the tension between an immanent critique of the present
and a future, radically other condition implied by that critique. In this respect the utopian
impulse in art is linked closely with the aesthetic strategy of modeling. In some way or
another, most utopian art postulates models of other ways of being.2
Within the elastic category of utopian art that Noble here describes, architectural maquettes are
distinctive in that they grant artists the opportunity to physically design and model those
“radically other conditions” that are central to the utopian imaginary. They carve a pathway into
a third dimension, one of to-scale architecture and of human life, yet they eschew the burdens of
engineering, urban planning, and zoning policy. Departing from the two-dimensional pictorial
field, utopian art modeled as architectural maquette announces itself as a physical potentiality
without explicitly attempting to enact that potentiality. There is, in the creation of utopian
architectural models, a “desire to model alternatives to the way things are, in order to force some
sort of engagement with them.”3 It is therefore insufficient to read utopian maquettes simply as
fantasies or feats of imagination; they must also be taken as critiques of present societies, as
future-looking propositions, and, in some cases, as predictions.
Building upon studies of Constant’s and Kingelez’s architectural work, historical context,
and political perspective, this thesis examines each artist’s maquettes both as critiques of
sociopolitical conditions and as aesthetic embodiments of desires specific to late modernity.4 The
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Richard Noble, Utopias (London: Whitechapel Gallery, 2009), 14.
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Noble, Utopias, 15.

I am employing the term “late modernity” in this thesis to refer to the era of late capitalism, modern technology,
and neoliberal policy.
4

2

utopian promise of such ideals as speed, nomadism, connectivity, and technological
automation—themes both Constant and Kingelez explore—are central to these works and to
global notions of progress in the twenty-first century. Furthermore, I investigate the capacity of
each set of maquettes to predict trends in social structures, labor, spatial arrangements, and waste
that are endemic to the conditions of the present. Indeed, the models examined in this study
contain a predictive potency, a penchant for premonition that demands focused attention and
interrogation. Each artist’s practice results in the conceptual construction of the dizzying and
electrifying “addictive machines” that Koolhaas evokes—pervasive spaces that reflect and
promote the desires of their inhabitants. In this comparative study of Constant and Kingelez, I
will situate each body of work in an ongoing examination of late modernity’s hold on aesthetics,
technology, and human mobility.
Constant’s architectural maquettes aptly demonstrate nascent trends in transnational
connectivity and technological automation. He was active among avant-garde circles, including
the Northern European COBRA movement,5 which emerged from Constant’s collaboration with
the painter Asger Jorn among other artists in the late 1940s. In 1956, Constant abandoned
painting and began working exclusively on a series of architectural models, drawings, and texts,
all depicting a transformed future city—a utopian metropolis wherein infinite creativity and
leisure replace all bonds and pressures of modern society. In 1957, Constant founded the
Situationist International along with Guy Debord, and the pair shared a close and highly
productive artistic relationship for over three years. Although Constant resigned from the
Situationist International in 1960 following a series of expulsions of his fellow Dutch architects,
Debord was extremely influential to Constant’s philosophical and architectural development. In

5

Description of COBRA, including its political, historical, and aesthetic characteristics can be found in Chapter 1,
Section A, “Constant and the Postwar Avant-Garde.”
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fact, it was Debord who suggested that Constant name his nearly two-decade utopian project
New Babylon.
In the many works that make up New Babylon, Constant proposes a grid-like architectural
infrastructure that covers the entire globe, connecting all corners of the earth with one endless,
amorphous network (Figure 1). Over two decades before Tim Berners-Lee invented the World
Wide Web, Constant termed his global architectural structure an almost identical phrase.
Constant’s “wide world web” was envisioned as a site of freedom: the population of his utopia is
emancipated from all formal bonds of society. There is no longer labor, property, family ties, or
religion. New Babylon’s inhabitants lead a nomadic existence, occupying themselves with
temporary and informal social encounters and creative pursuits. In order to protect the population
from the burden of work, labor becomes fully automated: the city’s infrastructure and all human
needs are maintained by machines working deep beneath the surface of the web. New Babylon
has left a profound mark on artists and architects, and from 1959 onwards has been included in
many major exhibitions. In 1974, the Haags Gemeentemuseum in the Hague hosted an exhibition
of the completed New Babylon, marking the end of the nearly 20-year project. Selected works
from New Babylon have since been shown at the Kunstinstituut Melly6 in 1998 and in
DOCUMENTA 11 in 2002, under the artistic direction of Okwui Enwezor.
Kingelez’s architectural models exhibit trends in modern finance, global trade, and
brandification. He began making sculptures in 1978, depicting vibrant, futuristic architectural
forms. The artist constructed his models using a mélange of household materials such as
cardboard, paper, straws, tape, copper wire, and pushpins. He later termed these works “extreme

6

The Kunstinstituut Melly was, at the time of the 1998 exhibition of New Babylon, known as the Witte de With.
The Rotterdam contemporary art center has since changed its name in an attempt to distance itself from the colonial
legacy of its former namesake, a seventeenth-century Dutch naval officer.
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maquettes,” and their extremity grew with time: by the 1990s, his models no longer depicted
single buildings, but entire metropolises, replete with whimsical forms and fantastical colors.
Kingelez’s utopian vision was of a pristine and prospering African city bustling with
commerce and movement. In this futuristic metropolis, the streets are lined with gleamingly
modern banks, businesses, transit stations, and international corporate outposts. The international
aspect of Kingelez’s city is pronounced by buildings dedicated to specific nations and by the
prominence of hotels, airports, international sports centers, and global banks. Global commerce
is quite literally built into the infrastructure of the city: internationally recognizable mass-market
products including Camel cigarette packs, Coca-Cola bottles, Lipton tea bags, and other such
objects appear frequently in the architectural structures of Kingelez’s later works (Figure 2). It is
as if these brands were the building blocks of the new city, at once physically holding up its
structure and advertising products to its population. Kingelez began to gain international
recognition for his maquettes after curator Jean-Hubert Martin included him in the 1989
exhibition Magiciens de la Terre at the Centre Georges Pompidou in Paris. In 2002, under the
artistic direction of Enwezor, Kingelez was featured in DOCUMENTA 11 alongside many
established contemporary artists (including fellow architectural modeler Constant). In 2018,
Sarah Suzuki curated a major retrospective of Kingelez’s work at The Museum of Modern Art in
New York.
The modern metropolises imagined successively by Constant and Kingelez both contain
predictive elements—in other words, each of them has anticipated actual conditions of the
twenty-first century. In the case of New Babylon, there is a conspicuous similarity between
Constant’s “wide world web” and the pervasive existing technological and infrastructural
realities of our current era, such as the globally connected Internet, the proliferation of

5

international exchange, and the overwhelming prevalence of the grid in contemporary urban
design. The automation of labor Constant proposes and the resulting nomadism of the would-be
work force are likewise predictive of current conditions. For example, the degradation of labor
relationships in favor of gig-economy labor, which coincides with rising property value, has
created the conditions for increasingly nomadic and urban lower and middle classes. In the case
of Kingelez’s fantastical metropolis, the globalized and brand-centric infrastructure resembles an
intensified version of the modern capitalist city. Just as Camel cigarette packs and Coca-Cola
bottles literally hold up the walls of Kingelez’s city, the worldwide dissemination of such
products supports international commerce, marketing, and communications. This thesis contends
that the hyper-consumptive nature of Kingelez’s utopian city reflects a “hyper-real” condition of
overdevelopment; one in which, as Jean Baudrillard describes, societies replete with
technologically-mediated semiotic surfaces hinder the ability to distinguish reality from fiction.
The tendency in the works of Constant and Kingelez to long for globalized, highly
connected futures—Constant’s hyper-connected web and Kingelez’s the hyper-brandified
cosmopolis—illustrates a shared desire for expanded globality, speed, and infinite networks of
connection. This thesis explores Constant’s and Kingelez’s affinity with the aesthetics of
connectivity, brandification, waste, and speed in their attempts to depict a utopian metropolis. I
demonstrate that, in the context I have described, the concept of utopia takes on a henceforth
ambiguous connotation: it contains not only the ability to model an idealized, alternate future but
also to anticipate the consequences of nascent trends in society.
Each chapter of this thesis focuses on a specific element of Constant’s and Kingelez’s
architectural maquettes in relation to this utopian projection. Chapter One, Politics, History, and
Criticality, discusses the historical and political conditions from which the two artists emerged.

6

First, it considers the landscape of postwar Europe and the historical conditions specific to World
War II: housing shortages, immigration crises, and the effects of war-related trauma. The second
part of Chapter One examines the postcolonial Congolese context, focusing specifically on
economic peril, Mobutu Sese Soko’s modernist building projects, and the hunt for authenticity in
a globalizing nation. The final section of Chapter One places these historical conditions in
conversation with one another, highlighting the ways in which each artist’s project results from
the economic and sociopolitical situation specific to his environment.
Chapter Two, Spatial Arrangements, turns its focus to the issue of space in the work of
Constant and Kingelez. The first section of the chapter explores Constant’s modernist, gridded
network and the ways in which that structure reflects and creates the desires of its inhabitants.
The second section addresses Kingelez’s extreme maquettes and their hyperreal and corporatized
spatial construction. The final section of Chapter Two compares the spatial arrangements of the
two artists’ projects, showing how each one embodies psychologies and desires endemic to the
technological and global topology of late modernity. Chapter Three, Work and Waste, turns its
focus to the organization of labor and leisure imagined by Constant and Kingelez and the waste
that those structures produce. It focuses first on Constant’s total automation society, then on
Kingelez’s financialized metropolis, and finally places the new labor conditions of each project
in conversation. Chapter Three explores the trends of work and “human waste” endemic to the
modern market through the conditions embraced and critiqued in Constant’s and Kingelez’s
work. Cumulatively, these chapters demonstrate that each artist’s utopian architecture maintains
a heretofore unrecognized ability to predict the consequences of late modernity.
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CHAPTER 1: POLITICS, HISTORY, AND CRITICALITY
1A: Constant and the Postwar Avant-Garde
The revolutionary spirit that New Babylon encapsulates emerged against the political
backdrop of post-war Europe and the avant-garde’s energetic attempts to liberate society from its
conservative and capitalistic stronghold. Constant’s dedication to modeling a transformed
architectural landscape is symptomatic of a generation of artists and thinkers for whom
revolutionary change seemed possible—at least temporarily. The Dutch artist was born in 1920,
an interwar period during which the Netherlands, along with the rest of Europe, experienced
significant economic instability. Constant’s artistic predilection appeared early in life: as a child,
he mastered several musical instruments and developed an affinity for painting. He attended the
Kunstnijverheidsschool Quellinus, a sculpture school in Amsterdam, and the Rijksakademie voor
Beeldende Kunst, a fine arts academy. He then relocated to Bergen in North Holland and there
married Matie van Domselaer, the daughter of the Dutch composer Jakob van Domselaer.
In 1943, Constant returned to Amsterdam and, to avoid forced entry into the German
labor supply, went into hiding with his wife for the remainder of World War II. During that
period, it was nearly impossible for the young artist to acquire supplies, and Constant resorted to
painting on tablecloths and bed linens. After each use, he washed the paint out to preserve the
material, and in this way layered years of paintings into sparse sheets of tattered fabric. Despite
these practical limitations, the war period was not entirely unproductive for the aspiring artist:
Constant’s brother-in-law, Jaap van Domselaer, came to stay with the couple and introduced
Constant to the writings of Kant, Spinoza, Hegel, and Marx. These texts proved enormously
influential for Constant’s theoretical and aesthetic development and for his eventual creation of
New Babylon.

8

Constant first traveled to Paris in 1946. During that preliminary trip, Constant met the
Danish artist Asger Jorn at Pierre Loeb’s gallery on the Rue de Seine. The pair formed a close
friendship and quickly began to develop the theoretical basis for what would become COBRA
(an abbreviation of Copenhagen, Brussels, Amsterdam) two years later. In 1947, the Dutch
artists Karel Appel and Guillaume Cornelis van Beverloo—better known as Corneille—
contacted Constant in hopes of collaborating to form an artist collective. Alongside several other
artists, they established De Experimentele Groep in Holland (The Experimental Group in
Holland) with the publication of a magazine called Reflex. Its inaugural issue featured a
manifesto penned by Constant, in which the ideas that would shape New Babylon a decade later
are already discernible. “Our art is the art of a revolutionary period,” he writes, “simultaneously
the reaction of a world going under and the herald of a new era... it is the expression of a life
force that is all the stronger for being resisted, and of considerable psychological significance in
the struggle to establish a new society.”7 That “new society” would become the obsession of the
remainder of Constant’s artistic career.
In 1948, Constant and the Experimentele Groep in Holland artists joined Asger Jorn and
the Belgian artists Christian Dotremont and Joseph Noiret to form COBRA. The group was
critical of Western society, bourgeois aesthetics, naturalism, and abstraction. To combat those
forces, the group employed humor, folkloric motifs, a fervent use of color, and a childlike
spontaneity in their compositions. These aesthetic choices were pointedly political. “COBRA's
political and artistic unruliness was a gesture against the regulation of politics and art, a refusal
of both socialist realism and abstraction, the artistic ‘house styles’ of the cold war,” writes Simon
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Constant, “Manifesto,” Reflex 1, no. 1 (September 1948).
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Sadler.8 During Constant’s years in COBRA, he often depicted themes of war, chaos, violence,
and primal eroticism (Figure 3). After COBRA’s dissolution in 1951, Constant became briefly
involved with the De Stijl movement.9 He delved into the realm of geometric abstraction and
made his first three-dimensional works, which he called “constructions” (Figure 4). In 1956,
Constant bid adieu to painting—albeit temporarily—with the aptly titled work Adieu la P.
(Figure 5). Although he returned to painting in the late sixties and seventies, the artist’s practice
no longer favored the traditional medium. Instead, his De Stijl-motivated dalliance with threedimensional construction expanded onto the frontier of architectural and urban space.
Constant’s career-altering years of collaboration with Guy Debord and the Situationist
International began in 1956 at an arts congress presented by the Mouvement pour un Bauhaus
Imaginiste in Alba, Italy. Among the attendees was a delegate from the Lettrist International, a
1952-1957 avant-garde group founded by Debord. The delegate, Gil Wolman, was sent to the
congress with a written statement on the concept of unitary urbanism, which asserted that artists
and architects must move beyond functionalism and make way for a “‘future style of life’ based
on ‘the perspective of a greater real freedom.’”10 At Jorn’s invitation, Constant presented a
lecture titled “Demain la poésie logera la vie” (Tomorrow, life will reside in poetry), in which he
argued for a “free” architectural creation and criticized functionalist design.11 After the
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Simon Sadler, The Situationist City (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2001), 4.
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Trudy Nieuwenhuys-Van Der Horst, Laura Stamps, and Constant Nieuwenhuys, Constant: Space + Colour: From
Cobra to New Babylon, ed. Ludo van Halem (Amsterdam: Cobra Museum, 2016), 72.
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conference, Constant remained in Alba for several months and, inspired by a Romani
encampment on the countryside land of painter Pinot Gallizio, began working on his first
architectural model: a structure intended to function as a permanent dwelling for exiled Romani
nomads (Figure 6). In this Perspex and wood model, titled Project for a Gypsy Camp, Constant
imagined an architectural environment wherein the inhabitants could alter their surroundings
according to their desires. Tom McDonough reflects on the materiality of this project, which
“[uses] advanced industrial materials to recreate the itinerant campground as space-age centre of
coordination, sheltering yet open, permanent yet flexible.”12 Gypsy Camp both reflected the ideas
that Debord’s delegate had presented in Alba and laid the groundwork for the remainder of
Constant’s artistic production.
Later that year, Debord visited Constant in Alba, and the two began to correspond
regularly. In 1957, Debord, Constant, Jorn, and several other artists established the Situationist
International (SI). The situationists maintained that the aesthetic and political are inseparable
dimensions, and that disrupting the systems present in society through artistic praxis was an
overtly political act. In the early years of the SI, Debord, Constant, and their peers heralded the
concept of “unitary urbanism” as the foremost method to achieve their vision of global
revolutionary change. The third publication of the situationist journal Interationale Situationniste
included the following description of unitary urbanism:
[Unitary urbanism] is not a doctrine of urbanism but a critique of urbanism… UU is
opposed to the temporal fixation of cities. It leads instead to the advocacy of a permanent
transformation, an accelerated movement of the abandonment and reconstruction of the
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city in temporal and at times spatial terms… UU is opposed to the fixation of people at
certain points of a city. It is the foundation for a civilization of leisure and play.13
These tenets of unitary urbanism—its critical function, the permanent transformation of the city,
a civilization of leisure and play—are the foundational ideas of Constant’s New Babylon.
Constant had initially elected to name his architectural masterwork Dériville, referencing
the Situationist concept of dérive, a “mode of experimental behavior linked to the conditions of
urban society: a technique of rapid passage through varied ambiances.”14 Debord’s suggestion to
instead title the work New Babylon points to a convoluted etymological history. As Constant’s
friend Henri Lefebvre pointed out in a 1983 interview, New Babylon was “a provocative name,
since in the Protestant tradition Babylon is a figure of evil. New Babylon was to be the figure of
good that took the name of the cursed city and transformed itself into the city of the future.”15
Indeed, Constant’s intent was to build a future of hope and freedom to replace the repressive,
stale, and uninspiring conditions at work in the post-war European city. New Babylon proposes
an environment constructed of ambiances, or atmospheres, echoing Debord’s 1957 argument that
“the most elementary unit of unitary urbanism is not the house, but the architectural complex,
which combines all the factors that makes up an ambiance, or a series of distinct ambiances.”16
The architectural complex as a constructed ambiance theoretically stands in opposition to the
organization of capitalist and bureaucratic urban space. Rather than encourage its inhabitants to
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engage in the fixed social structures of family units and labor, which the SI viewed as serving
capitalist function, the space would encourage boundless and shifting modalities of leisure and
play.
During the years of Constant’s involvement with the Situationist International, New
Babylon took shape primarily in the form of models, many of which more closely resemble
constructivist sculptures than standard architectural maquettes. Some structures from this period,
such as Construction dans un Volume (Construction in a Prism) from 1957 (Figure 4), contain
little to no legible architectural form whatsoever. In 1958, however, Constant’s models began to
take shape as recognizable architectural structures, ones that could conceivably (though with
some difficulty) be realized in to-scale format. Over the next twenty years, the spidery,
amorphous structure of earlier models, such as Project for a Gypsy Camp, gave way to sturdier
and more complex maquettes in works such as Grote Gele sector (Large Yellow Sector, 1967)
(see Figure 1). In other works from this period, however, the influence of Constant’s
involvement with De Stijl remains prominent; the geometrical structure and primary color planes
in the 1959 work Klein Labyr (Small Labyrinth), for example, is particularly reminiscent of his
1954 De Stijl sculpture Constructie met gekleurde vlakken (Construction with Colored Planes)
(Figures 7 and 8, respectively). During the late 1950s, industrial materials enjoyed a privileged
role in Constant’s production—particularly those that were used with mounting frequency in
postwar European engineering projects. He believed that “audacious new forms of architectural
practice must imaginatively deploy the latest postwar techniques of metal and reinforced
concrete structure,” the use of which would lead to the “realization of free forms” and an
“absolutely original conception of space.”17 Constant’s belief in technology and industrial
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material distanced him from Jorn and Debord, both of whom heralded a staunch rejection of
functionalism and machinery.
Constant’s definitive break with the Situationist International took place in 1960,
following a period of extremely productive collaboration with Debord. By that time, Debord and
his situationist peers had established a habit of conducting expulsions from their collective.
Generally, the group would print a (somewhat scalding) explanation of the latest ejectee’s
offenses in the subsequent issue of the Internationale Situationniste. The Dutch artist’s departure
from the group, however, was a derivation from the standard mold: Constant offered his own
resignation following a tense incident between Debord and several of Constant’s fellow Dutch
architects who were involved in the SI. In a 1959 issue of the journal Forum, Constant’s peers
had included an image of a church alongside texts by Constant and Debord on unitary urbanism
and other situationist themes.18 Debord, a staunch atheist, was furious when he saw the religious
imagery, insisting that churches were the “antithesis of situationist architecture.”19 The Dutch
architects were expelled from the collective; Constant, who maintained that he was unaware of
the inclusion of the image, was spared. However, after a series of increasingly tense letters
between Constant and Debord revealed ideological and philosophical differences regarding other
group members and political strategy, Constant himself resigned from the SI. In fact, Debord
initially refused to accept Constant’s resignation and attempted to persuade his friend to
reconsider.20 Unmoved, Constant insisted on his departure, ending a collaboration and
companionship that had spanned three and a half years.
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Despite Debord’s initial refusal of Constant’s resignation, the situationist ringleader
attempted to portray the incident as an intentional expulsion due to an artistic offense on
Constant’s part. Debord and his followers accused Constant of misconstruing situationist ideas
and of adopting an individualistic mindset that encroached on his ability to align politically and
aesthetically with the group.21 In 1961, the SI published a scathing condemnation of their former
collaborator, proclaiming that “the former situationist Constant... offers himself, along with two
or three plagiarized and misconstrued Situationist ideas, as public relations for the integration of
the masses into capitalist technological civilization.”22 And, following Constant’s resignation,
the group moved away from the realm of urban design, accusing Constant’s architectural forms
of functioning as a flawed iteration of utopia.23 They adopted the view that their role as artists
and political actors was to create situations that could facilitate new architectural forms but not
to actually create or model those forms; Constant’s models, conversely, were too concrete and
too technologically dependent. The SI “retreated from this modern, socialist, and technological
ambition to a notion of utopia much closer to its sixteenth-century origins in Sir Thomas More,
who conceived of utopia as the perfect society that is nowhere, a critical, political, and moral
standard by which to judge the institutions of actual European societies.”24 The situationists’
accusation of Constant’s utopianism is thus not a disavowal of utopian artistic production in
general but rather of planned, realizable, and static utopian blueprints. The methodological split
between Constant and the SI—the physical model of utopia as opposed to one that cannot be
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granted a physical form—illustrates a fundamental issue with utopia that was previously
dissected by Friedrich Engels and Karl Marx in their dismissal of “utopian socialists.”25 Planned,
concrete utopias often take on microcosmic and individualistic traits, thus no longer resembling,
for Marx and Engels, a class struggle with revolutionary potential. The situationists’ intention
was to help create the theoretical and aesthetic spirit that could make a widespread social
upheaval possible; Constant’s contributions were too individually imposed upon (hypothetical)
society. Indeed, according to Marx, “The emancipation of the working class must be the act of
the working class itself.”26
Meanwhile, independently of the situationists, Constant continued to work on and expand
New Babylon. He collaborated with various architects and groups, including the Groupe de
l’Architecture Mobile (GEAM), formed by Yona Friedman. Like Constant, Friedman’s
theoretical city was inspired by housing shortages in the 1950s and adhered to the principles of
collectivity, freedom, mobility, and versatility (Figure 9). Friedman, too, lofts his architectural
designs above ground, forming a superstructural grid reminiscent of Constant’s work. In 1963,
Constant added topography to his practice, creating maps that showed New Babylon’s labyrinth
network superimposed onto maps of actual European cities (Figure 10).27 Constant also produced
a number of realistic architectural drawings alongside his models, which Wigley describes as a
“primitive form of three-dimensional realism” (Figure 11).28 Another trend that grew in
Constant’s work in the 1960s was his mounting realization that New Babylon could never
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actually exist. In a 1964 lecture at the Royal Academy of Copenhagen, Constant admitted that
“The New Babylon plan, in its present form, is still like a work of art, nothing but a suggestion”
despite its uniquely realistic adherence to the “totally new social conditions that are offered by
the complete mechanization of production labor.”29 The next year, he expanded on his doubts
that New Babylon could ever be built to-scale, writing that “I am inclined to think that New
Babylon will never be realized, could never be finished.”30 As the sixties came to an end, and
specifically after the events of 1968, Constant began incorporating paintings into his plans for
New Babylon, a practice that he had abandoned almost entirely for over a decade.
Constant definitively completed New Babylon in 1974, when the entire project was
displayed at the Gemeentemuseum in the Hague (currently known as the Kunstmuseum Den
Haag). The curator of the exhibition, Hans Locher, organized the permanent acquisition of New
Babylon in its imposing totality: the scattered, piecemeal and “ever-restless New Babylon finally
took up permanent residence.”31 Constant returned to painting, though architectural themes
remained visible in his work many years after the conclusion of New Babylon. Despite that
architectural influence, however, the dreams of transformed urban space and fully automated
societies gradually faded from his work. He often incorporated contemporary political events
into his late paintings, and experimented with the technique of colorism, a far more traditional
process than his plexiglass and steel constructions of the New Babylon period. The Dutch artist
continued to produce artworks for decades after leaving his architectural masterwork behind,
working exclusively with oil and canvas until his death in 2005.
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1B: Kingelez and Kinshasa: Colonialism, Zairification, and Urbanity
In his essay on Kingelez’s architectural sculptures, Francesco Bonami notes that
“Kingelez's cities are concerned with the fragmentation of the African subject in the afternoon of
a post-imperial time.”32 Indeed, the artist’s work is heavily informed by the harrowing conditions
of postcolonial Congo—and attests to the modern architecture, creativity, and utopian renewal
that emerged as a result. Kingelez spent most of his life in the densely populated capital of
Kinshasa, a city plagued by abject poverty, political unrest, and corruption. Kinshasa remains a
place in which average residents experience the perils of hunger, disease, and poor sanitation—
issues exacerbated by an environment of rampant political corruption. As AbdouMaliq Simone
writes, Kinshasa is a “former colonial city that in nearly fifty years of independence has been not
only badly run but administered in a despotic and bizarre manner.”33 Yet, through all its violence
and suffering, Kinshasa has remained a space of hope—a space of transformation, of growth out
of the rubble. “[Kinshasa] is not merely represented in the mirrors held up by pre-colonial pasts,
colonialist modernities or nationalist myths,” Filip de Boeck muses in his book Kinshasa: Tales
of an Invisible City. “Certainly, to an important extent it is animated by the reflecting images of
these imposed representations. Simultaneously, however, it resists, shatters, transforms and
moves beyond all of these in often unexpected and surprising ways.”34 Kingelez’s dreams of a
modern and prosperous Congolese city lend color and form to the shattered resistance cited by de
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Boeck. Through fractalized glass shards, his maquettes reflect at once the actual Kinshasa, its
distorted yet pristinely pruned twin, and a rough sweep of modernity’s increasingly homogenous
global urban culture.
Kingelez was born twelve years before the DRC gained independence from Belgium. He
spent the first twenty-two years of his life in Kimbembele-Ihunga, a rural village that would
serve as inspiration for the artist’s eventual career: as he later stated, “every artist on earth
achieves self-expression through the most deep-rooted origins of their nature.”35 The young
Kingelez was taught by Belgian Catholic missionaries until Patrice Lumumba led the country to
independence from their colonial overlords in 1960. In 1970, after graduating high school,
Kingelez moved to Kinshasa, the most populous city in Africa. In Kinshasa, Kingelez attended
the University of Lovanium, where he studied economics, French, business, and industrial
design.36
Several years after his arrival in the capital, Kingelez began working as a secondaryschool teacher, and though he excelled at his position, he eventually grew dissatisfied with the
vocation. He entered a period of existential restlessness during which he quit his job and, in
1978, anxiously began constructing what would become the first work in a prolific and
acclaimed sculptural career. On the creation of this work, Kingelez later recalled that “a muddled
confusion set in me and lasted for more than a month. It was at this time that I became obsessed
with the idea of getting my hands on some scissors, a Gillette razor, and some glue and paper. It
felt like fate when I finally did procure this particular material, and things became clearer then. I
put together a little house without quite understanding the meaning of it all. And this is what
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stopped the fatal hemorrhaging.”37 After sculpting this preliminary work, Kingelez displayed his
artistic skill to the Insistut des Musées Nationaux du Zaïre by crafting a sculpture on-site under
the supervision of museum employees. Impressed with his ability, they offered Kingelez a job
restoring artworks, primarily focusing on traditional African masks. Over the next several years,
the burgeoning artist continued to make architectural sculptures alongside his conservation role
at the museum.
Meanwhile, the regime of Mobutu Sese Seko was well under way in the nation. In an
attempt to reclaim an “authentic” national identity in the post-colonial era, Mobutu initiated a
program called retour à l’authenticité, or Zairianization. The authoritarian leader renamed
various cities and geographical sites with more “authentically” Congolese names than the ones
left over from the colonial era, most notably endowing the nation itself with the rebranded title
Zaïre. In 1973, in a so-called attempt to strengthen Zaïre’s national identity and economy, the
state confiscated the businesses and property of foreign residents and redistributed them to
Zairian citizens.38 Despite an initially positive reaction among Zairian nationals, the working
classes soon realized that the redistributed property would benefit only the bourgeoisie: political
officials, high-ranking military personnel, and other bureaucratic administrators became the sole
inheritors of the reallocated property.39 Following the redistribution initiative, the nation saw a
drastic decrease in state revenue concomitant with an increase in prices and inflation, causing the
intensification of an already dismal economic situation.
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Mobutu’s agenda also included an ambitious architectural campaign. Although the goal
of Zairianization was to return the state to its pre-colonial conditions, many of Mobutu’s
construction projects were strikingly modern and, often, designed by European architects. In fact,
some of those projects were modern enough to capture the attention of the futuristically-minded
Kingelez. Sarah Suzuki, curator of Kingelez’s 2018 retrospective City Dreams at the Museum of
Modern Art, points out that several of Mobutu’s architectural projects bear a striking
resemblance to Kingelez’s constructions. “Mobutu was personally invested in the power of
architecture,” she writes, “which he harnessed to glorify his rule.”40 One architect Mobutu
commissioned, the Franco-Tunisian Olivier-Clément Cacoub, designed a prominent structure in
Kinshasa called the Tour de l’Échangeur, construction of which began in 1971 (Figure 12).
Although it was never completed, the tower quickly became a modernist landmark,
conspicuously located in the central Kinois neighborhood Limete. “Certainly Kingelez knew this
futuristic monument, impractical in form but limitless in possibility,” Suzuki notes, “and it was
evidently the model for his own skyward-thrusting work, Approche de l’Échangeur de Limete
Kin” (Figure 13).41 Kingelez’s 1981 model shares visual similarities with Cacoub’s tower in
structure and form. True to the artist’s style, however, Kingelez incorporates bursts of vibrant
color and whimsical garnishes to his miniaturized depiction of the monument.
The political and architectural influences that inspired Kingelez were not limited to
Congolese building projects such as Mobutu’s infamous Zairianization. The artist was committed
to (or, perhaps, obsessed by) the idea of creating a global and cosmopolitan city center in his
native DRC. As such, Kingelez took great care to incorporate international symbols and
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organizations into his constructions. The United Nations (ONU, in French), which played a role
in the 1960 Congolese struggle for independence, appears repeatedly in his models (Figure 14).
Kingelez also included many architectural monuments to various countries, particularly global
powers, such as the United States, the (then) Soviet Union, Germany, France, and others. He
even created models entirely dedicated to specific countries, such as his Allemagne An 2000
(1988) and Paris Nouvelle (1989) (Figures 15 and 16, respectively). The artist’s inclusion of
global signifiers functions as a welcome mat for international actors. This modern, transformed
Kinshasa, Kingelez insists, has emerged upon the global landscape of metropolitan centers.
Kingelez’s introduction to the international art world occurred in 1989, when curator
Jean-Hubert Martin invited the artist to participate in the exhibition Magiciens de la terre at the
Centre Pompidou in Paris. Martin’s vision for the exhibition was to assemble a truly
international set of artists, western and non-western, and to display their work completely devoid
of colonial or Eurocentric bias. The curatorial methodology thus sought to deconstruct the
ideologies embedded within the western art system and to globalize and decentralize the notion
of the “artist” at a time when, Martin recalls, the term mondialisation (globalization) did not yet
exist in French.42 In their selection process for the exhibition, Martin and his curatorial team
visited disparate corners of the globe searching for artists whose work challenged the hegemonic
notion of who produces great art and how they produce it. On one of these trips, Martin’s
colleague, André Magnin, discovered Kingelez’s maquettes. In 1984, the architect Christian
Girard and cultural attaché Jacques Soulillou wrote an article on art in African capitals for an
issue of autrement magazine.43 At the suggestion of a colleague, Girard and Kingelez had been
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acquainted some years earlier when Girard was sent to Kinshasa to conduct a series of urban
construction projects. The article included a black-and-white image of one of Kingelez’s
constructions, Kinshasa: Cité du 24 Novembre de l’Authenticité Africaine (Figure 17). JeanHubert Martin came across the article, and, in 1987, sent Magnin to find Kingelez and recruit
him for Magiciens de la Terre.44
In the exhibition catalog for Magiciens de la Terre, Martin included each artist’s answer
to the question “Qu’est-ce que l’art?”. To this, Kingelez replied:
Art, the rare product of great reflexive values, accompanied by serious movements of
imagination, that the author of such invention turns toward the promises of dearer
sacrifices of a better and hoped-for future.
Art, with all its consequences of maturity, of creativity, is a hidden wealth whose
cultivation requires patience, as well as respect of the talents which are specific to the
latter in order to be commensurate with this knowledge.
A vital necessity, art is a progress which marks the importance of a person, of a practice,
or of a city that is developing harmoniously.
Art is a higher knowledge of doing well in order to, in the end, live well, as it is one of
modernisms’s types of individual and collective renewal.45
Kingelez’s eloquent and loftily-penned text reveals his approach to artistic activity. His intention,
based on these lines, is to progress toward a harmonious and collective renewal of the present.
The text is, in other words, a relic of a utopian imagination. Kingelez’s words on the meaning of
art also recall Fillip de Boeck’s musing that Kinshasa, faced with its own reflection “resists,
shatters, transforms and moves beyond” its representations. For Kingelez and de Boeck alike,
Kinois art contains both an element of reflection and the transformation of that reflection into
new, unexpected forms. The resulting project—Kingelez’s maquettes, in this case—is at once a
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representation of the existing Kinshasa and a transformation of that locality into an imagined and
embellished version of reality.
After his participation in Magiciens de la terre, Kingelez began to enjoy international
success. In 1997, Okwui Enwezor included the Congolese artist in the second Johannesburg
Biennale, titled Trade Routes: History and Geography. Enwezor also invited Kingelez to
participate in the 2002 DOCUMENTA 11, where Kingelez’s and Constant’s works were
displayed in the same platform. As the first non-European artistic director of DOCUMENTA,
Enwezor dedicated his curatorial vision to the creation of a global, postcolonial, and
transdisciplinary exhibition. His aim was to “describe the present location of culture and its
interfaces with other complex, global knowledge systems,” an approach that seamlessly
incorporates Kingelez’s modern, global, and postcolonial metropolis.46 Constant, whose artistic
career has attracted much more attention and scholarship than Kingelez’s, included Kingelez as
the only artist he mentioned in relation to his participation in DOCUMENTA in a 2005 interview
with BOMB Magazine. The Dutch artist noted simply that his work had been paired with
Kinglez, an “artist who also makes scale models,” and that he “liked the idea of that.”47
In 2018, three years after Kingelez’s death, curator Sarah Suzuki staged his major
retrospective at The Museum of Modern Art. The exhibition, City Dreams, was a testament to
the artist’s lifetime of achievement and artistic development. Over time, Kingelez’s sculptures
had grown increasingly large and ambitious, earning them the nickname “extreme maquettes,”
which Kingelez himself coined. The City Dreams exhibition attests to this evolution: Suzuki
included both small-scale works from Kingelez’s early career, such as Untitled (1980) (Figure
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18), and massive models depicting entire cities, such as the 1996 Ville Fantôme (Figure 19). In
the sixteen years that separated these two works, Kingelez had both gained international
recognition and had honed his craft. Untitled (1980) draws from a muted palette, composed
mostly of brown monochrome with interstices of blue, yellow, and red throughout the
construction. Although the work is intriguingly modern, anticipating the futuristic structures
Kingelez would assemble over the next three decades, the structure appears somewhat rickety.
Untitled (1980) conspicuously reveals its materials—scraps of paper, toilet paper rolls, and tape.
In Ville Fantôme, however, the materials disappear almost entirely, leaving only the appearance
of an immaculate and futuristic city in miniature. The work measures an impressive 4 x 18 x 7
feet, a massive increase from the 15 x 17 x 12 inches of Untitled (1980). The colors of Ville
Fantôme are far from muted, and glistening metallic skyscrapers shoot up from a sea of vibrant
reds, blues, yellows, oranges, and greens. Kingelez’s utopian city had emerged in all its glory: a
gleaming, prosperous, technologically advanced metropolis of the future.

1C: Trauma and Hope as Architecture
Like many iterations of utopia in art and literature, Constant’s and Kingelez’s utopian
models act dually as plans for transformed environments and as critiques of existing society. A
comprehensive understanding of each artist’s background—for Constant, the radical postwar
European avant-garde and for Kingelez, Mobutu’s dictatorial postcolonial Zaïre—throws into
relief the dual function of these maquettes and of utopian art in general. In modeling new
societies that act as ideal alternatives to present conditions, the works also construct complex
criticism of those conditions. Often, the critical function of utopian works attracts the public far
more than the proposed alternative to society. Such was the case with Thomas More’s text
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Utopia; readers were intrigued by the potent and thinly disguised condemnation of English
society that informed More’s imaginary and idealized country. In the legacy of More, the
creation of utopia for Constant and for Kingelez fulfills an ambiguous function: each oscillates
between the possibility of redefining urban space and criticizing the state of political affairs in
postwar Europe and postcolonial Congo, respectively.
For Constant, the utopian imaginary was spurred by the tense political environment of
postwar Europe. World War II represented an attempt at nation-state and racial dominance that,
after the defeat of the Nazi Party, culminated in a failed fascistic revolution. Damaged and
destroyed infrastructures and economies across the continent demanded political attention, and
persecuted communities struggled to find permanent dwellings due to the dual forces of
displacement and rampant housing shortages. As a result, plans for housing developments,
shopping centers, improved roads, repaired bridges, and revived industrial production abounded
in the years following World War II. Global and transnational entities, such as the United
Nations and the European Union, were formed to resist nation-state supremacy and to facilitate
diplomatic relations. Within a decade of the end of the war, Western Europe had transitioned into
a period of economic and infrastructural recovery. The postwar avant-gardes in which Constant
participated, and particularly the Situationist International, responded to both the catastrophic
destruction of the Second World War and the period of rebirth and hope that followed. As
McDonough writes,
Constant’s project cannot be grasped without taking into account his experience of urban
apocalypse during the Second World War, which registered as a dialectic of utopian hope
and something like a nostalgia for disaster lying at the very heart of his designs for New
Babylon. New Babylon, then, partook less of the megastructural tendencies of postwar
city planning than of what we might call a metastructural concern—a reflection on the
very conditions of urban design in the wake of historical catastrophe.48
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What McDonough calls the “metastructual concern” affirms New Babylon as a critique of the
urban development that proliferated in Europe after the war: following in the wake of utopian
projects after More's Utopia, Constant’s work uses the mechanism of society-planning to address
issues in urban and political conditions. Simultaneously, McDonough’s analysis suggests that the
trauma of the war is a core feature of New Babylon. The duality of trauma and hope—war and
revival—is a driving force behind Constant’s gargantuan utopian project. New Babylon’s global,
interconnected structure also recalls the transnational economic and peace-keeping entities that
were formed after the devastation of World War II. Constant’s futurity is ushered in by the
victory of international organizations and, as such, corresponds to the aftermath of militarization
and failed nation-state dominance.
McDonough’s reading of New Babylon aptly demonstrates that the dual factors of the
trauma of the war and the spirit of urban revival that succeeded it engendered New Babylon.
Constant does not, however, address war and violence exclusively in his utopian projects. War is
a dominant theme in his earlier COBRA paintings, particularly those he made between the years
of 1949 and 1951. His works of this period, such as the 1950-51 paintings La Guerre II (Figure
3) and Dode Koeien (Dead Cows) (Figure 20), depict gruesome scenes of suffering: amorphous
bodies immersed in chaotic scenarios are represented with harsh, messy brush strokes and an
intense, sanguine palette. Constant’s earliest architectural model, the 1956 Project for a Gypsy
Camp, addresses the war’s suffering by constructing a proposed solution to the exile of the
Romani people from surrounding areas and the housing shortages that resulted from the slump in
construction projects during the war.49 By the time Constant began work on New Babylon in the
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final years of the fifties, the themes of war-related trauma, displacement, and desecration of
urban space were already deeply embedded in his practice.
When, in the late 1960s, Constant returned to painting after a decade of working
primarily in the third dimension, the horrific and violent chaos of war seeped back into his work.
His 1971 Erotic Space (Figure 21) and 1972 La révolte (The Uprising) (Figure 22) reference the
uprisings of 1968 as well as the Vietnam War. In these works, amorphous piles of bodies either
in the thralls of protest or depths of suffering and pain litter the canvas, recalling his COBRA
paintings from two decades earlier. In these later paintings, however, the rioting bodies are
superimposed onto the signature gridded labyrinth of New Babylon. It is as if the generationdefining events of the late 1960s—the Vietnam War, the student uprisings, the crushed hopes
that a new society could form from the rubble—demonstrated to Constant that his utopian plans
were unrealizable. The suffering of war and the dream of New Babylon merge in these pictures,
revealing the trauma inherent to the utopian project on the surface of the canvas. The
conspicuous emergence of violence and chaos onto the surface of the New Babylon paintings in
the final years of the project testify to the defeat of the utopian imaginary and the inevitability of
human suffering despite lofty plans for architectural transformation.
Kingelez came of age during the period of newly gained independence in the Congo, and
the traces of colonialism and its devastating aftermath played an integral role in his body of
work. Although his references to the political climate are subtle and appear, at least initially,
difficult to characterize, criticality of existing conditions is a discernible aspect of Kingelez’s
oeuvre. His adherence to the aesthetics of hyper-saturation, prosperity, and futuristic architecture
point to a conspicuous departure from the realities of Kinshasa and its surrounding villages in the
second half of the 20th century. That the Congolese artist elides all specificity of his city—the
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real one in which he lived and worked—in his utopian maquettes reveals a rejection of
postcolonial urbanity. Kingelez was not, however, outwardly critical of Mobutu’s regime. In
fact, as Suzuki observes, Kingelez exhibited “excitement about the nation’s direction” during the
dictator’s military rule, citing the 1980 sculpture Cité du 24 Novembre de l’Authenticité
Africaine as the most conspicuous example.50 The maquette’s title references the day on which
Mobutu came to power in 1965, and, embedded in the details of the work, various references to
Mobutu’s political party and military success appear.51 In many ways, Kingelez’s urban politic
aligns with Mobutu’s: both exhibit a reverence for modernization, technology, and urban
renewal.
Where Kingelez does depart from Mobutu’s ideas is in his commitment to global
interconnectivity rather than African authenticity. The maquettes make conspicuous the artist’s
fascination with, and faith in, global trade, whereas Mobutu’s attempt at modernization was
firmly grounded within the context of Zaïre’s local specificity. In the postcolonial era, Kinshasa
functioned in all senses as a third-world metropolis: crumbling infrastructure, poverty-stricken
inhabitants, and a reliance on informal economies characterized the urban experience. Kingelez’s
hyper-modern architectural forms reveal a desire to engage with a process of industrialization
and financialization that would propel the struggling city onto the map of interconnected global
hubs. The formal properties of the extreme maquettes—their commitment to verticality, vibrant
palette, and futuristic architectural structures—are a testament to Kingelez’s modernizing
impulse. Additionally, though, the designated functions of his buildings point toward a global
sensibility. Models such as his Ville Fantôme (see Figure 19), which display a metropolis that is
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conspicuously hospitable to world powers, evidence Kingelez’s international aspirations. By
highlighting the maquettes’ proximity to the global, Kingelez establishes his utopian city as a
hyper-connected and prosperous metropolis qualified to serve as an outpost of international trade
and finance.
Similar to Constant’s postwar push for transnationalism, Kingelez’s globalized city
references the militarization and violence that characterized the struggle for independence and
subsequent postcolonial era in the DRC. Kingelez, however, exhibits an ambiguous tolerance of
Mobutu’s military regime, a stance that oscillates between complicity and reverence. The
assertion of Kingelez’s metropolis as a port for finance aligns the utopian project with a formal
and transnational economic structure. Simultaneously, it eschews the informal economic
substrate that continue to characterize the modes of communication and commerce that abound
in Kinshasa. Kingelez’s imagined city is a space for state-sanctioned transactions rather than
spontaneous social exchanges; it invites stock markets, international NGOs, and global peacekeeping entities. Such a reality is not unlike the actual contemporary conditions in the prosperous
neoliberal metropolis that has emerged across the globe in recent decades, wherein the laboring
poor both hugely outnumber the elite and are categorically denied access to the amenities of the
urban center. The homogenized neoliberal metropolis depends on an insatiable model of rapid
growth that unrelentingly serves the interest of capital to the detriment—and obfuscation—of its
struggling inhabitants. Its global outposts will continue to grow in number and size far into the
foreseeable future, and no cities, including in Central Africa, will prove immune to the spread.
The political and economic apparatuses that structure the extreme maquettes in this way lust after
an inevitable intensification of the forces of capital and its transformation of urban space.
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Despite any aesthetic display of whimsy, the works of Constant and Kingelez contain
somber political reflections and critiques of society’s unseemly realities. Trauma—of war, of
colonialism and its depressive aftermath—is deeply embedded in these futuristic utopias. They
exist in direct correspondence to the pushes to globalize and modernize society that emerged
following the intensely militaristic periods of World War II and decolonization, respectively.
Chapters Two and Three build on the criticality and historical contexts established in Chapter
One, and explore the extent to which each artist’s work reflects emergent social, political, and
economic trends of late modernity. Though the transformative nature of Constant’s and
Kingelez’s iterations of utopia has been thoroughly studied in the past, their capacity to predict
shifts in space, labor, waste production, and borders is mentioned sparingly, if at all. I contend
that capitalist desire is deeply embedded in the spatiotemporal fabric of each model. It is
expressed through the artists’ reverence for technological advancement, insistence on global
connectivity, and resulting excess production. By nature of that desire, the maquettes
demonstrate some of society’s most contemporary infrastructural arrangements.

CHAPTER 2: SPATIAL ARRANGEMENTS
2A: Constant’s Wide World Web
The hypothetical infrastructure of New Babylon stretches across the globe, connecting
disparate geographical locations in its amorphous web. Unbound by the logistical difficulties of
travel and unattached to specific cultural and geographical centers, inhabitants move freely
throughout the gridded environment. The lack of geographical and cultural specificity combined
with Constant’s designs for a total malleability of architectural form encourages inhabitants to
pave their own ways through space: they “are given access to ‘powerful, ambience-creating
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resources’ to construct their own spaces whenever and wherever they desire,” as Mark Wigley
writes.52 The vast structure lends itself entirely to the will of its inhabitants, thus rejecting the
essential premise of urban planning, wherein space is designated and divided according to an
intended function. There is no differentiation between commercial and residential zones, nor
between public and private space, nor between distinct cities, territories, or countries. The “wide
world web” is borderless, flexible, and omnipresent.
The visual representation of gridded space in New Babylon is a hyper-modernist network
of connected modules, ladders, corridors, and platforms. That structure is well-evidenced in
Untitled (Model with Electronics), a 1969 model photographed by Constant’s brother, Victor
Nieuwenhuys (Figure 23). Plexiglass planes connect axes of metal bars that carve out space in an
expansive network of right angles and lofted layers. The photograph, itself a modernist artwork,
casts the model as if it were an unfinished construction project rather than a meticulously
planned utopian society. The role of the grid is also prevalent in Constant’s cartographic
drawings of the late sixties. In these works, maps of European cities are superimposed with ink
renderings of New Babylon’s structure. The map of Amsterdam is particularly revealing of the
role of gridded space, as the seventeenth-century Dutch capital is structured in ovular form with
streets looping around the city’s central canals. Constant’s drawing places perfectly rectangular
blocks of New Babylon’s gridded landscape directly over the winding passageways of
Amsterdam, thus constructing a stark juxtaposition between the concentric baroque architecture
and the new angular modernism (see Figure 10).
Due to its global reach and gridded form, Constant’s “wide world web” shares more than
a purely linguistic similarity with the World Wide Web of the contemporary Internet era. Despite
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(or maybe because of) its anachronistic conception, today New Babylon is legible as a physical
manifestation of the Internet and its endless capacity for global connectivity. Beyond its
connections with the digital realm, New Babylon corresponds with psychologies characteristic of
the present: the lust for speed, perpetual interconnectivity, the retreat of static social bonds in
favor of the amorphous liquidity of contemporaneity.53 In his essay for the catalog of New
Babylon at the 2015 exhibition at Museo Reina Sofia, Mark Wigley ventures to briefly address
those predictive psychologies: “New Babylon is uncannily prophetic of today’s sense of a
horizontal world of digital nets linking a global population and sustaining new modes of social
life,” he writes.54 Constant’s prophetic use of space is not merely uncanny, however; it reveals
the mechanisms of desire, technology, and human mobility that characterize modernity.
Constant’s proposed transition to a “hyper-architecture of desire”—an environment in
which inhabitants retain control over their atmosphere—expresses a tendency toward fluidity and
mutability that has, since New Babylon’s conception, become a prevalent feature of modernity.
By nature of its dedication to permeable space, the project forms a visual illustration of the
phenomenon that Zygmunt Bauman terms “liquid modernity.” Bauman’s analysis contends that
the homogenizing tide of global capital liquifies the defining structures of early modernity and
washes their remnants to shore, leaving behind mere traces of the former societal structures. The
heavy bonds of yesteryear give way to a lightness specific to late modernity. That lightness—the
“seductive lightness of being”—defines a process by which the solids that once governed and
organized civil society melt into adaptable, amorphous, and aqueous streams. As global markets
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and technological interconnectivity continue to increase in their societal dominion, the stability
of family, religion, traditional mores, and job security wanes. As Marx warned in the period of
early industrial modernity, “all that is solid melts into air”55—and the relevance of that prophecy
is readily intensified by capital’s erosion of local specificity in favor of boundaryless markets.
“Nowadays,” Bauman observes, “capital travels light—with cabin luggage only, which includes
no more than a briefcase, a cellular telephone and a portable computer.”56
Bauman traces the transition from the “hardware era” to the “software era” to distinguish
between the early and late periods of modernity. Hardware, in Bauman’s logic, refers to the
bulky mechanization of the industrial period of modernity, whereas software connotes the
centrism of computerized commerce, communication, and consciousness. Indeed, as Benjamin
Bratton aptly asserts, “software is deeply woven into contemporary life—economically,
culturally, creatively, politically—in manners both obvious and nearly invisible.”57 The bulky
excess created by the early period of modernity, or the hardware era, sheds its cumbersome
machinery in order for the “software era” to enact its full potential for trade, growth, and surplus
accumulation. Bauman points out that, during the hardware era, “to conquer space was the
supreme goal—to grasp as much of it as one could hold, and to hold it… Heavy modernity was
the era of territorial conquest.”58 The quest for space, for defined territory, drove expansionist
and imperialist projects; “empires spread to fill every nook and cranny of the globe.”59 The bulk
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of borders and boundaries necessitated conquered, outlined, and claimed land in order to operate
its heavy machinery. In the transition to the software era, those harshly outlined designations of
space became secondary to the thrust of global exchange; “the change in question is the new
irrelevance of space… Space no more sets limits to action and its effects, and counts little, or
does not count at all.”60
Markedly breaking with the hardware era’s adherence to borders, boundaries, conquered
territories, and the designated use-value of given spaces, New Babylon imagines a spatial
arrangement wherein space dissolves into the scattered modalities of desire. The architecture of
desire, as Constant dreamed it, is one of unfettered mobility: a utopia of nomadic liquidity. The
space enclosed by the models’ structure is indeterminate until the moment of transformation and
taxonomization by its inhabitants. Once granted a purpose through that semantic process, the
spaces maintain their structure and use only until those inhabitants alter them according to some
subconscious, collective, or individual whim. Space perpetually shifts, swells, regroups, and
retreats; it is a blank canvas awaiting decoration, erasure, redecoration. His choice of material
and use of negative space reflect that dedication to fluidity. Walls made of plexiglass encourage
the act of seeing-through—of looking beyond the immediate spatial environment—and the
spindly metal beams connecting stacked platforms convey an unfinished mutability. Grote Gele
Sector (1967) cogently illustrates New Babylon’s state of flux: exposed metal beams, clearly
visible behind transparent yellow plexiglass, carve out a crisscrossing pattern around the
maquette, leaving countless gaps of negative space through which movement is readily
encouraged (see Figure 1). The liquid tides of modernity flow freely through the corridors of
New Babylon as its residents explore, experiment, and exchange.
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New Babylon’s molten architecture reflects a deep-seeded societal trend toward fluidity;
after all, “architecture is the expression of the very soul of societies.”61 Constant’s project thus
communes with the societal race to liquify the bonds of yesteryear to make way for the fluidity
of the (post)modern era. Yet, despite its prediction of the transition to liquid, or light, modernity,
the liberating and desirous elements of Constant’s New Babylon do not apply to the empirical
experience of the software era. The shedding of the layers of heavy modernity in favor of
individualism and fluid space crafts a mere illusion of freedom and choice, as Bauman is careful
to point out:
The mobility and the flexibility of identification which characterize the 'shopping around'
type of life are not so much vehicles of emancipation as the instruments of the
redistribution of freedoms…. They are highly ambivalent values which tend to generate
incoherent and quasi-neurotic reactions. As Yves Michaud, a philosopher at the
Sorbonne, puts it, “With the excess of opportunity, grow the threats of destructuration,
fragmentation and disarticulation.” The task of self-identification has sharply disruptive
side-effects. It becomes the focus of conflicts and triggers mutually incompatible
drives.62
Indeed, the diffuse and desire-based structure of New Babylon depends upon the collaborative
will and mutual cooperation of its inhabitants—the circumstance of which is both a historical
improbability and, potentially, a colossal liability.
In the absence of territorialized space and of centralized governance, the political
organization and surveillance of society in New Babylon ceases to be a human-run project.
Rather, the architectural infrastructure itself is charged with governing space, organizing time,
and enforcing disciplined behavior. At the logistical level, the technological systems in place to
maintain New Babylon’s structure—those automated machines that toil ceaselessly under the
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surface of the earth—become the centrifugal force of production. At the residential level, the
diffusion of centralized power among humans is so complete that the structure’s architectural
space emerges as the governing body. It is this inversion, wherein the state no longer runs
machines but rather is a machine, that Benjamin Bratton describes in his exploration of the
empirical architectural form he designates “The Stack.” Bratton’s Stack refers to an emergent
“accidental megastructure” or “geopolitical architecture” that is a function of the software era,
planetary computing, and a reformation of Information Age territories. In adherence to its
terminology, The Stack is a layered architecture, composed of the Earth, Cloud, City, Address,
Interface, and User Layers. This megastructrual technology, Bratton argues, represents modern
territorialization, exchange, and sovereignty in the years post software and globalization. And, in
the same manner as New Babylon, the salient mechanisms of power and governance at play in
The Stack are architectural rather than human:
States and nonstate actors of all types compete directly not only over the invention of
vision machines that produce new spaces to claim (air space, electromagnetic spectrum,
exabytes of mass-intercept data), but also dominion over those spaces once they are
mapped. The emergence of The Stack may represent this historical logic taken to an
extreme new maturity. It is not the “state as a machine” (Weber) or the “state machine”
(Althusser) or really even (only) the technologies of governance (Foucault) as much as it
is the machine as the state. Its agglomeration of computing machines into platform
systems not only reflects, manages, and enforces forms of sovereignty; it also generates
them in the first place.63
In New Babylon, as in The Stack, the governing bodies—those entities that dictate social
practice, movement through space, discipline, the distribution of resources, and so on—are not
solely architecturally informed: they are architecture. The state, which once functioned as a
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machine, instead becomes a feature of the machine and enjoys a seemingly unimpeachable
sovereignty.
Thus, New Babylon proposes—or predicts—a system in which governing power is
reserved for machinery and architecture. The social and spatial implications of that diffusion of
power are multiplex. Though Constant’s commitment to a pliable architecture of desire allows
inhabitants a certain degree of control over their surroundings, that flexibility of form is only
available within the confines of the megastructure. And, necessarily, the desires of the
inhabitants will adjust to reflect the organization of space and modes of habitation encouraged by
the architectural structure. As such, the global super-structure emerges with its own logic, its
own psychological consequences. J. G. Ballard’s 1975 novel High-Rise provides an apt literary
comparison: thousands of residents of an isolated 40-floor high rise apartment building develop a
caste system corresponding with altitudinal groupings of lower and higher floors. Residents
(affluent businesspeople, artists, and creatives) resort to primal urges as they form alliances with
nearby floors and rivalries with further ones. Throughout the novel, London’s middle and upper
classes progressively devolve into carnal, violent, and libidinal creatures. Warfare between floors
breaks out, and the residents carry out crazed acts of violence; both on each other and, crucially,
on the building itself. Gradually, the building falls into complete disarray, a decadent wasteland
of makeshift barracks built from the now obsolete riches of bourgeois life. Priceless paintings are
used as combat shields; exorbitantly expensive designer dogs are roasted over open fire pits and
devoured by pilots, luxury jewelers, and doctors. Ballard makes explicit that the psychosis of the
residents is architecturally specific, driven by a bizarre logic particular to the high-tech and ultra
atmospherically-controlled environment. As Ballard scholar Rick McGrath notes, “the building
itself is the metaphor. High-Rise is a machine coddling a community, yet still catering to each
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individual's every whim… The old social rules are quickly replaced, and individuals revert to
inner cunning and extreme behaviour.”64
The present comparison between High Rise and New Babylon does not imply that a
similarly carnal or gruesome psychosis would emerge from Constant’s technotopia. Rather,
Ballard’s speculative novel expresses a tension central to the emergence of controlledenvironment high-tech utopias in urban dwellings. In the absence of anthropomorphic
governance, the governing power of architecture itself is a certainty. Behaviors, habits, and
desires are produced by the techno-architectural environment of the new modernist complex:
indeed, as Constant writes, “conurbation is indispensable for the direct relation of surroundings
and behavior to be produced.”65 The supremacy of space as a primary mechanism of societal
control illustrates what Gilles Deleuze defines as the transition from the Foucauldian discipline
society to a control society. In the latter, individuals no longer require the institutional model of
discipline that Foucault locates in schools, hospitals, asylums, factories, and prisons in order to
become subjects of social control. Instead, remote forms of control, including technological
tracking and perpetual training, encourage and enforce a decentralized but equally pervasive
corporeal command.66 It is this inversion—from hardware to software, discipline to control—that
the spatial arrangement of New Babylon illustrates.
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2B: Kingelez and the Erosion of the Public Sphere
In Kingelez’s new, reformed Kinshasa, the gleaming towers of prospering businesses
reflect so bright a glare that all residential space disappears in their wake. The public sphere is
eclipsed by the narrow leisure options of the commercialized global society, dominated by
stadiums and arenas—a form of entertainment that is expensive to attend, invites international
participation, and is replete with advertisements and corporate engagement (Figure 24). Indeed,
this modernist, unspecific, and formalized version of Kinshasa functions primarily as an outpost
of the global landscape rather than as a hospitable solution for the city’s millions of residents. It
is a port for international organizations, finance, and trade, all of which play increasingly
prevalent roles in urban dwellings across the globe.
Kingelez’s reverence for international progress takes concrete shape in his 1989 maquette
Bel Atlas, which he constructed during an extended stay in Paris (Figure 25). As Sarah Suzuki
notes, his trip coincided with the bicentennial anniversary of the French Revolution, the occasion
for which the Grande Arche de la Défense was erected. The building, “a distinctive, massive
hollow cube of a building, was inaugurated with a military parade” on July 14.67 The Grande
Arche’s form is clearly legible in Bel Atlas, with its thrice-repeated rectangular “arch” lined with
small windows; as if to drive home the already discernible influence, the maquette is decorated
with the unmistakable colors of the French flag. Despite what initially reads as unique and
fantastical architectural forms, Kingelez’s metropolis represents an adherence to modernity’s tide
of spatial progress. In fact, when he first saw Kingelez’s work, Christian Girard “was struck by
its similarities to the architecture of Michael Graves, an American associated with
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postmodernism.”68 Yet, unlike Graves, who designed over 2,000 homes alongside his
commercial projects, Kingelez eliminates residential and public space in favor of hotels,
stadiums, office buildings, and banks. In the work of Kingelez, local specificity is effaced,
leisure spaces are bulldozed, and homes are relegated to the invisible periphery—that is, if those
homes do indeed exist at all.
In his book City Life from Jakarta to Dakar: Movements at the Crossroads, AbdouMaliq
Simone writes persuasively of the necessity of public space in Kinshasa and of the importance of
informal infrastructures, economies, and social exchanges in the urban center. Acknowledging
the hardships at play in the metropolis, he argues:
By any measure, Kinshasa would appear to be a dysfunctional city. In fact many
commentators use it as a typical example of just how bad urban life can get. I don’t want
to play down the severity of Kinshasa’s situation. But I want to talk about it in a way that
demonstrates just how many different things it is possible to conceive of people doing
with each other in a city—how creative and imaginative these things can be—but at the
same time how limiting this richness is without a dynamic sense of publics being made
and remade. As such, this notion of a public may be crucial to the viability of urban life...
In a city like Kinshasa, people themselves are the important infrastructure. In other
words, their selves, situations, and bodies bear the responsibility for articulating different
locations, resources, and stories into viable opportunities for everyday survival.69

Simone’s assertion that the public sphere is crucial to the viability of Kinshasa does not suggest
that its expansion would heal the wounded economies endemic to the city, but rather that
informal interactions are already the prevalent modality of communication and commerce in the
Congolese capital. The city Simone describes is, in fact, “full of residents struggling to make
ends meet on a daily basis, and without effective laws, policies, or institutions capable of
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imposing functional maps for how people should act with each other.”70 Yet, Simone’s text
argues that, due to the informal and social nature of the city, the key to its betterment is the
creation of a stable public sphere. In such a space, the inhabitants of the city could gain social
and economic agency while still participating in informal and self-regulated exchanges that
characterize their empirical locality.
In his 1968 book Le Droit à la ville, Henri Lefebvre concludes that what is crucial for the
development of a democratic and liberated society is a “right to the city.” He argues that “the
right to the city manifests itself as a superior form of rights: right to freedom, to individualization
in socialization, to habitat and to inhabit. The right to the oeuvre, to participation and
appropriation (clearly distinct from the right to property), are implied in the right to the city.”71
He goes on to clarify what the term “city” implies in this context, explaining that the rights at
stake are “not to the ancient city, but to urban life, to renewed centrality, to places of encounter
and exchange, to life rhythms and time uses, enabling the full and complete usage of these
moments and places, etc.”72 For Lefebvre, the ideal city is one that is dominated by the will,
spontaneity, and agency of the inhabitants.
The situation described by Simone and by Lefebvre, wherein liberatory urban planning
depends on an expanding public sphere and proliferating informal exchanges, stands in stark
contrast to Kingelez’s imagined Kinshasa. Perhaps responding to Kinshasa’s makeshift economy
and infrastructure, Kingelez erases the modalities of spontaneous informality from his utopia
entirely. The pristine streets in Kingelez’s Kinshasa are not intended for human use, let alone to

70

Simone, City Life, 125.

71

Henri Lefebvre, Eleonore Kofman, and Elizabeth Lebas, Writings on Cities (Oxford: Blackwell, 1996).

72

Lefebvre, Writings on Cities.

42

house the spontaneous informal economies that Simone describes. Kingelez seems to reject the
reality of Kinshasa’s informal social sphere, wherein “the particularities of an individual’s family
and ethnic background, their personal character and style, and their location in particular
arrangements of residence and circulation with others all become the stuff of shifting circuitries
of connection.”73 He does not do so, however, in service of the reformed public space that
Simone believes to be necessary; instead, it is in favor of an alternative cityscape from which the
public disappears entirely. Informal economy gives way to the IMF; casual, familial networks of
relations give way to the UN; street vendors give way to international chain supermarkets.
Perhaps most bizarrely, private residences and housing of all kinds are excluded from the
maquettes. The vibrant and playful architecture that characterizes the maquettes is deceptive: this
is not a space for dwelling nor for play.
Kingelez’s metropolis does not share New Babylon’s penchant for nondescript, “empty”
space prepared to mutate depending on the will of its inhabitants. Rather, the city is an
oversaturated and ultra-designed testament to hyperreality. Spatially, the environment Kingelez
constructs is unsettling and inhospitable. The cityscape is dominated by skyscrapers and high
rises that loom forebodingly over wide boulevards. Those streets provide ample space for
vehicles to cut efficiently across the city center—pedestrian walkways, however, are eliminated
entirely. Plazas and parks are likewise absent. Kingelez also forgoes the inclusion of setback
building design, wherein the ground floor(s) of a skyscraper are recessed in order to create usable
exterior space and a minimally looming architectural presence. And, to add to the disorienting
and overwhelming nature of the architecture, the streets are lined with a bombardment of text
and advertisement, much of which is actually built into the city’s infrastructure. Kingelez’s
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Kinshasa is a semiotic jungle of competing signs and text, all vying for the commodified
attention of the nonexistent residents.
The late career maquette Sports Internationaux (1997) aptly demonstrates the semiotic
surface of Kingelez’s Kinshasa (see Figure 2). The bizarre, spaceship-like architectural structure
is built from soda cans and teabags: products from Coca-Cola, Pepsi, Beck’s, Stella Artois,
Fanta, and Lipton are all included. Kingelez does not attempt to obscure the brands marking his
unconventional material, but instead boisterously exhibits their slogans. The corporate products
perform as both gaudy decor and as functional brick and mortar—they are quite literally built
into the city. Sports Internationaux and similar works read more as billboards for global
corporations than as utopic dwellings for the Kinois population. To move through this city
entails a continual hounding by text pulsing from neon advertisements and infrastructurally
integrated corporate slogans. In stark contrast to Constant’s flexible, desire-based construction,
Kingelez’s models depict a predetermined, overstimulating reverence for the consumer
marketplace.
Indeed, the city is not designed for the pleasure of its dwellers. David Adjaye is
particularly cogent on this point: Kingelez’s utopian metropolis is “less a city than a
representation of a hyper-condition that, if it were to become a reality, would drive us mad,” he
writes. “Kingelez was warning us about our increasing levels of construction and consumption:
he created an image that puts a mirror to our excess.”74 Adjaye’s point is well-taken: Kingelez’s
urban space is designed to function as an efficient and well-running machine that both generates
and assists in the steady flow of capital. Such a city is an inevitable symptom of the ever-
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accumulated excesses of surplus capitalism and perpetual building projects. Yet, the work’s
implications are even more complex than Adjaye suggests in his reading of the work as a
representation of a “hyper-condition,” a term he uses to suggest a bombardment of corporate and
semiotic surfaces. Kingelez’s extreme maquettes are not merely a warning of a likely social and
economic transformation; rather, they express a visual rendering of a psychology already
embedded in the dominant—capitalist and militarized—urbanism. And, after all, “the ideas of
the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas.”75
That Kingelez’s Kinshasa functions as a site of efficiency for the continuous flow of
capital places the work in relation to the evolving mechanisms of control that Deleuze describes
in his “societies of control.” Deleuze’s suggestion that the Foucauldian discipline society is
dissipating in favor of the contemporary, corporatized control society is well-reflected in the
extreme maquettes. The corporation, which in Kingelez’s Kinshasa constitutes the vast majority
of the cityscape, is an omnipresent locus of accumulation. It does not share with the factories and
schools of the discipline society the quality of heaviness, stability, or durability. Rather, the
corporate model of control is light and liquid. Indeed, Deleuze notes, “in a society of control, the
corporation has replaced the factory, and the corporation is a spirit, a gas.”76 The utopic desire
that Kingelez embodies is an acceleration of financial fluidity—a teleological embrace of global
corporatization.
The organization of Kingelez’s metropolis, with its whimsical but hyper-efficient
skyscrapers and ample routes for transportation, eliminates social and public space in favor of
corporate space. Kingelez denies us any hint of the internal: the miniature buildings are
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impenetrable beyond their vibrant, modernist facades and billboard-esque displays of corporate
products. Should those buildings contain a habitable interior, that space is fully obfuscated.
Given the obscurity of the interior and lack of residential structures, it is not far-fetched to
speculate that the extreme maquettes are not populated by people. Human dwellings are sparse if
extant, and shrouded in mystery beyond the flamboyant exteriors of the Kinois skyline. Indeed,
the true subject of Kingelez’s Kinshasa is capital itself. Capital—not population—is the entity
enabled to move freely through the skyscrapers and boulevards, banks and global organizations.
Stock prices, rather than workers, possess the Lefebvrian droit à la ville.

2C: Desire in Excess
Both Constant’s New Babylon and Kingelez’s extreme maquettes illustrate spatial
organizations specific to late modernity. New Babylon’s technotopic design creates a visual
model of the hyperconnectivity of the Internet era and of the machine-state; the extreme
maquettes depict an aesthetically inviting but ultimately inhospitable hyper-condition of a
financial outpost. In both cases, the urge to construct elaborate alternatives to urban spaces
corresponds with the rumblings of fomenting global entities and trade. As Europe dealt with the
aftermath of the World Wars and, very few decades later, the DRC navigated the economic
hardships of the postcolonial era, there was a trenchant push for internationalization. Constant
and Kingelez each contend with that drive in their utopic designs. New Babylon assumes a
borderless solution to pan-European housing crises, eroding the lines of nation states to allow for
unlimited connectivity. International organizations such as the United Nations—founded in
1945, following the Second World War—appear throughout Kingelez’s maquettes, revealing his
admiration for multinational cooperation. And, despite the aesthetic dissimilarities between the
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two artists’ architectural constructions, the works share a central feature: the elimination of local
specificity in favor of global replicability.
The replacement of specificity with replicability in these works points to a modern
tension between the nation-state and increasingly prevalent transnational exchange. As borders
bend, erode, and reform according to increased international activity, the role of the nation-state
shrinks behind the power of global financial entities. Eric Hobsbawm commented on this
transition in 1998:
What we have today is in effect a dual system, the official one of the 'national economies'
of states, and the real but largely unofficial one of transnational units and institutions ...
[U]nlike the state with its territory and power, other elements of the 'nation' can be and
easily are overridden by the globalization of the economy. Ethnicity and language are the
two obvious ones. Take away state power and coercive force, and their relative
insignificance is clear.77
Hobsbawm’s comments illustrate the significance of the dissipation of locality in the work of
Constant and Kingelez. The weakening of state-power in relation to transnational institutionality
is among the more significant twentieth-century transitions in political economy. That shift
results in a superstructural system of exchange that functions through technological means,
transcending and warping the purview of state borders.
Traces of the transnational superstructure are especially pronounced in Constant’s work,
which adheres to a tripartite stratification of space. Human life, global communication, and
exchange—the “wide world web”—take place on the top layer of New Babylon, high above the
subterranean productive machinery and ground-level routes of transportation. Whether in
response to or anticipation of the mounting importance of transnational and technological
entities, Constant illustrates a shift that characterized the geopolitical affairs of the decades
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following the construction of New Babylon. As Hobsbawm points out, national borders have not
eroded entirely, and the current situation is what he refers to as a “dual system” of national and
international power. New Babylon, transversely, imagines a reality wherein globality and
technology have entirely replaced the national division of space upon which early modernity
based its economy and governance. In Constant’s work, the sole remaining borders are the
altitudinal ones that divide space into horizontal planes, separating human dwelling-space from
the realms of machine work and transit.
Erosion of local specificity is an inevitable effect of globalization; dominant cultures,
most notably those in the West, spread out from their centrifugal loci and infect disparate
locations with their consumer products, media, and ideological proclivities. Yet, the process by
which culture spreads is no longer an easily traceable one-way transfer from hegemonic to
subordinate entity. One-way relationships of that sort require the continued existence of obvious
and dominant cultural hubs—a concept whose relevance wanes as cultural influences spread
fluidly throughout the transnational systems of late capitalism. In the absence of clear-cut
cultural loci, the explanatory notion of cultural homogeneity in urban localities has become
obsolete and oversimplified. Modernity’s omnipresent technological infrastructure, illustrated by
the weblike network of New Babylon, thrusts the relationships of dominant and subordinate
culture into obscurity. Subsections of cultural heterogeneity form at random, no longer divided
along state or geographical lines. As Fredric Jameson describes in Postmodernism: Or, The
Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism:
If the ideas of a ruling class were once the dominant (or hegemonic) ideology of
bourgeois society, the advanced capitalist countries today are now a field of stylistic and
discursive heterogeneity without a norm. Faceless masters continue to inflect the
economic strategies which constrain our existences, but no longer need to impose their
speech (or are henceforth unable to); and the postliteracy of the late capitalist world
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reflects, not only the absence of any great collective project, but also the unavailability of
the older national language itself.78
Constant’s architectural project inserts itself firmly into the “postliterate” cultural stage of late
capitalism that Jameson describes. Once connected by New Babylon’s global and homogeneous
network of intercultural exchange, eliminating the centrifugal locations of dominant culture,
residents are able to create pockets of specificity. The “hyper-architecture of desire” is a
dissolution of the center. The new focal points of desire, as in Deleuze’s control society and
Bratton’s Stack, are now designated by architectural space—the labyrinthine routes of movement
and interaction that have replaced human governance.
Kingelez’s extreme maquettes, like Constant’s New Babylon, imagine a spatial
environment that transcends the normative regulations of earlier modernity. In Kingelez’s utopic
metropolis, the architectural forms are coruscating monuments to corporate products and
transnational institutions—a bombardment of text, slogan, advertisement, and color. The city’s
logic is structured around the values of excessive production and consumption, and thus it is a
capitalist modality of desire that the maquettes successfully promote. In late modernity, the
dominance of consumptive desire acts as a replacement for the outdated state-run regulations, as
Bauman aptly points out: “life organized around consumption,” he writes, “…must do without
norms: it is guided by seduction, ever rising desires and volatile wishes—no longer by normative
regulation.”79 Kingelez’s maquettes certainly contain a seductive gesture, spurred by the
futuristic forms and architecture that at first glance conjure a playful whimsy. This libidinal pull
exemplifies the “desires and volatile wishes” produced by late capitalist psychologies: if the
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object is shiny, stylish, innovative, and branded—and the maquettes are all of those things—the
modern consumer will desire it.
The consumptive desire exemplified in the extreme maquettes depends, in no small part,
on overstimulating hyperreal architecture. To construct his utopia of capitalist desire, Kingelez
combines disparate styles including Mobutu-era modernism, Afro-futurism, Western colonial
architecture, and internationalism. The work thus illustrates what Jameson refers to as a
“complacent eclecticism of postmodern architecture” wherein the architect “cannibalizes all the
architectural styles of the past and combines them in overstimulating ensembles.”80 On the same
topic, Jameson notes that high modernism in architecture is “credited with the destruction of the
fabric of the traditional city and of its older neighbourhood culture (by way of the radical
disjunction of the new Utopian high-modernist building from its surrounding context).”81 Indeed,
in their conglomeration of disparate architectural styles and erosion of local specificity,
Kingelez’s monuments to consumptive desire displace the architectural forms from their Kinois
surroundings. From the cities of the past, Kingelez retains a mishmash of architectural
achievement but sheds the burdensome, messy components—locality, public space, private
residence. He constructs a “well-nigh libidinal historicism” wherein all traces of the past are
reformed and rerouted through capitalist desire.82 In order to maintain full adherence to the
consumptive impulse, history must be uprooted, cleaned up, and reimagined in a dizzying
landscape of corporate advertisement.
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In New Babylon and the extreme maquettes, space arranges itself around forms of
excessive desire specific to modernity. The architectural constructions push fomenting trends in
technology and economy to their furthest imaginable degree. In Constant’s work, the
international does not merely clash with the nation-state, but rather overtakes it completely. State
borders dissipate, and unlimited nomadic movement throughout the technologically connected
globe becomes a perpetual reality. Central power dissolves, and the governing force is
transferred onto the spatial environment—the amorphous, omnipresent grid of connectivity.
Kingelez, too, pushes the encroaching trends of the twentieth century to their limit: like
Constant, he eviscerates the local in favor of the global. In contrast to the Dutch artist, Kingelez
replaces the “old neighbourhood culture” with dazzling, branded monuments to modernity and
excessive consumption. In his models, Bauman’s “ever-rising desires and volatile wishes” are
well-represented. Despite his commitment to the aesthetics of international connectivity, though,
Kingelez sharply delineates borders around his metropolis. That effect, along with the factors of
work and waste within each utopia, is explored throughout Chapter Three.

CHAPTER 3: WORK AND WASTE
3A: Labor and Leisure in New Babylon
Constant’s 1966 drawing Homo Ludens allows viewers a rare peek into the goings-on of
the internal passageways of New Babylon (Figure 26). The plexiglass platforms and metal beams
are represented with pencil strokes and light cross-hatch shading, generating a semi-transparent
surface through which human forms are legible. Perhaps borrowing his stylistic approach from
his COBRA days, Constant here represents the figures that inhabit New Babylon as amorphous
blobs of energetic activity. They pour in and out of corridors, clamor up and down ladders, and

51

sporadically occupy stacked cubic rooms. The signature grid of the architectural space spreads
out beyond the limits of the paper in every direction, implying an endless replication of the
humans’ idle folly and play. These are not the businesspeople, artists, blue-collar workers,
tradesmen, students, and thinkers of the material world. These are homo ludens.
In New Babylon, all labor has been relegated to machines. Resource extraction,
infrastructure maintenance, and goods manufacturing are fully automated endeavors that take
place under the surface of the earth. There, self-regulating machinery toils ceaselessly, mastered
not by a governing body, but by a long-perfected algorithm designed to ensure maximum
productivity. The work force Constant imagines is invisible and post-human, and, devoid of
human error and temperament, functions with maximal efficiency. Labor practice, job security,
pensions, and corporate politics are obsolete. Work-time has been eliminated from the structure
of daily life. Instead, time stretches out along the enclosed corridors of New Babylon’s
superstructural grid, a blank and indeterminate tablet that adjusts flexibly to the whims of the
inhabitants. Class divisions have dissolved into the retreating mist of yesterday’s workforce;
money no longer assures or stymies a comfortable existence. Human identity has definitively
broken with the action and politics of work.
Constant was well aware that labor had been a defining feature of human life for the
centuries preceding his architectural masterwork. In order to break fully with the work-time
paradigm, Constant understood that the residents of New Babylon themselves must undergo a
break from humanity as it had operated previously. Indeed, the beings who populate Constant’s
post-work society are not homo sapiens in the traditional sense, but rather homo ludens—ludens
being the verb form of the Latin noun ludus, which refers to sport and play. The term homo
ludens was coined by a fellow Dutch thinker, Johan Huizinga, whose book Homo Ludens was
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published in 1938. In the text, Huizinga outlines what he envisions as the five characteristics of
play: play is voluntary and free (“play to order is no longer play”), play is not ordinary life (“it
stands outside the immediate satisfaction of wants and appetites”), play is secluded (it is “distinct
from "ordinary" life both as to locality and duration”), play creates order (“into an imperfect
world and into the confusion of life it brings a temporary, a limited perfection”), and finally, play
is unconnected to material interest (“and no profit can be gained by it”).83 The perpetual
processes of play necessitate a new order, one that is disinterested with material profit and
corporate gains.
In New Babylon, a society inhabited entirely by homo ludens, new forms of social and
temporal organizations must form around the principles Huizinga outlines. Work-time no longer
dominates human life, and forms of order linked to productivity and utilitarianism become the
dust of history. The homo ludens of New Babylon are distanced so thoroughly from the
mechanisms of work that the productive machinery that has replaced human labor is completely
obscured from view—deep underground, out of sight of the playful population. Yet, as both
Huizinga and Constant realized, the experience of complete and carefree alienation from
productive labor already exists in a certain sector of society—that is, the bourgeoisie. Constant
writes: “Huizinga correctly localized the ‘homo ludens’ figure in the social upper class, the nonworking ruling class, overlooking the working masses. Automation that frees production from
human labor has opened the way for a massification of homo ludens. Huizinga’s achievement
was to recognize that in everyone there lies a potential homo ludens.”84 According to Constant’s
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musing, the transition from homo sapiens to homo ludens is not simply a dissolution of classes,
but rather an ascension to the preexistent bourgeoisie.
The universal bourgeoisification that Constant envisioned for New Babylon reveals itself
in the unlimited nomadism of the homo ludens. As Bauman argues in Liquid Modernity, the
experience of the software era bourgeoisie is bound up with perpetual mobility and transit. “We
are witnessing the revenge of nomadism over the principle of territoriality and settlement,” he
writes. “In the fluid stage of modernity, the settled majority is ruled by the nomadic and
exterritorial elite.”85 In New Babylon, society at large becomes the exterritorial elite. The new
and all-encompassing bourgeoisie has been freed from the obligation to “rule over” the working
classes. Its class status is no longer determined by its financial dominance and ease of mobility in
relation to the working poor; it is a singular mass that operates outside of class struggle. The
architecture of New Babylon is the sole subject over which the new, universal bourgeoisie can
exercise its will to rule. That same architecture, incidentally, is also the sole governing force to
whose discipline and control the residents are subject.
The absorption of the classes into the non-working bourgeoisie again begs the question of
control and governance in New Babylon. As argued in Chapter Two, the spatial infrastructure of
Constant’s project ensures the sovereignty of the architecture itself as the governing body of
New Babylonians. Indeed, the modernist network of loftily suspended corridors that form New
Babylon guides the movements, desires, and social formations of the structure’s residents; the
dissolution of social and political centers prevents power concentrations from forming among
humans. What Constant’s vision instead promotes is the extraction of work—and with it,
agency—from living beings. Computers are the regulatory forces of the new society: they are the
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workers, rulers, and thinkers that create and enforce the texture of human life. As Mark Wigley
describes:
From the beginning, Constant closely followed the arguments of Norbert Wiener, the
leading theorist of cybernetics, repeatedly citing texts like The Human Use of Human
Beings to the effect that the computer will allow all work to be automated. All the
changing desires of the playful inhabitants will be accommodated by electronics that both
monitor peoples’ desires and act on them. The ‘electronmachine’ will be the ‘slave’ of
the new society, as he puts it in the Bochum lecture of 1961.86
Constant’s use of the term “slave” to describe the relationship of the computer to the human in
New Babylon is a telling inversion. He perceived a society in which pre-programmed electronics
are perfected and employed in service of the whims and desires of their human masters.
Once the human population has freed itself of labor, so too have they freed themselves
from the powers (albeit limited ones) that workers possess, such as the ability to strike for
improved conditions, control over production, and money-earning potential. In New Babylon, the
means of production are relinquished entirely to computers, the post-human technology that
governs its playful subjects. The machines that “monitor peoples’ desires and act on them”
employ the full extent of their algorithmically programmed capacity to construct and reconstruct
hospitable atmospheres for homo ludens. Yet, those algorithms must certainly contain
limitations; and in order for New Babylon to remain a peaceful playground of idle fancy, those
limitations must not be encroached upon. Thus, the desires of the structure’s inhabitants must
remain within the constraints of the computational technology built into the architectural
network. Not only do the machines monitor and act on desires—they create, govern, and enforce
those desires.
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The activities of homo ludens, as encouraged and contained by the infrastructure of New
Babylon, center around creation and, as Constant reminds us, “creation means discipline.”87 In
the post-work environment, creative production has entirely replaced human labor. Creation
among homo ludens is defined by free play and experimentation rather than the intentional
aesthetic production generally associated with art and art-making. The identities associated with
working and work-time, such as specific vocations, crafts, or trades, dissolve; with them, the
category historically defined as “art” fades into obsolescence. After all, when work is washed
from human experience, there is no longer that time-organizing action to which art stands in
opposition. In this way, Constant’s New Babylon shares a crucial similarity with the ideal city
Plato describes in Book X of his Republic. Artists, for Plato, represent a category thrice removed
from truth: the poet and the painter alike imitate objects and, as an imitator, “neither know nor
opine rightly about what he imitates.” Indeed, Plato insists, “imitation is a kind of play and not
serious.”88 Furthermore, artists inflict the human soul with an “irritable and various disposition”
via the tragic genre, thus “making phantoms that are very far removed from the truth.”89 These
offenses against art cause Plato to banish them from the Republic, a milieu wherein virtue lies in
truth and in decency of man. Though familiar with Plato’s texts,90 Constant’s elimination of
artists diverges distinctly from the Platonic model. Rather than banish artists for an infidelity to
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the eidos,91 Constant believed that, in promoting universally practiced creative play, the freedom
from labor that automation allows simply eliminates the artist category. In New Babylon, there is
no stable artist category or art-action; there is only creation, an activity explored by all
inhabitants, freely and unbound from financial and laborious constraints. As Joseph Beuys
famously insisted, Jeder Mensch ist ein Künstler.92

3B: The Aesthetics of Waste
The futuristic skyscrapers of Ville de Sète, a large maquette Kingelez made in 2000,
tower over an encroaching aqueous mass (Figure 27). Water snakes through the urban space,
slicing through city blocks and boulevards to form canals and lagoons throughout the landed
metropolis. In some areas, the water invades the city so successfully that it surrounds individual
high-rise buildings, allowing them mere strips of land on which to perch. The signature wide,
perfectly straight boulevards that cut through Kingelez’s cities stop abruptly at the water’s edge;
the streets are a fully internal system of transit, definitively eliminating any movement beyond
the sharply delineated borders of the city. Sète is fully surrounded: its highly urbanized, colorful,
and modernist center floats atop an impenetrable moat that banishes movement to and from the
city’s periphery. Inside the city boundary, the modernist skyscrapers gleam with metallic
iridescence, not only due to their vibrant materials, but also due to electric lights that Kingelez
installed along the boulevards of the maquette. The illusion Kingelez creates is of a staggeringly
pristine and perfectly enclosed modern metropolis. Closer inspection, however, reveals snags in
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the futuristic mirage. Despite the glistening metallic surface of the buildings, imperfections in the
maquette’s construction remind viewers that the materials are composed of scraps of paper,
cardboard, and toilet paper rolls. The aquatic mass is created by a blue marker; building names
are scribbled with Kingelez’s lax penmanship. And, true to Kingelez’s commodity obsession, a
cylindrical building near the edge of the model is made of two stacked Coca-Cola cans—both a
billboard for the international corporation and, undeniably, trash.
The previous section demonstrated that New Babylon’s amorphous architectural network
successfully obscures sites of labor from human observation. Indeed, in “Constant's imagined
society of endless leisure, workers have become players, and architecture is the only game in
town, a game that knows few limits.”93 The structure that houses the endless play and creativity
of homo ludens is intentionally nondescript: a blank, modernist grid of corridors, platforms, and
right angles onto which inhabitants can “freely” project their desires and whims. Labor and
leisure in Kingelez’s maquettes operate in an almost entirely opposite manner. In the futuristic
Congolese metropolis, sites of financially-oriented work dominate the landscape. The forms of
labor Kingelez represents are modern, technologically advanced, and post-industrial. Banks,
corporations, NGOs, malls, and ports of international commerce line the wide boulevards, their
scalloped facades and voluptuous geometries twisting up into the celestial frontier of the new
city. The heavy machinery buried deep underneath the New Babylonian labyrinth is nowhere to
be found in Kingelez’s flamboyant utopia. Industrial production has transitioned from
subterranean obscurity into total obsolescence. The era of bulky machines, warehouses, and
factories crowding cities and ports has ended. Work in the urban sphere is now theoretical,
virtual, and entirely divorced from land and physical space.
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Although Kingelez designs a city based on the marketplace of global finance rather than
industrial or agricultural production, the physical consumer commodity does still exist, and is
well-represented in the maquettes. As I have emphasized in the previous chapters, consumer
products are literally built into the infrastructure of the architectural constructions. Branded
cigarette packs, soda cans, and tea bags serve a dual function as brick and mortar building blocks
and as corporate billboards lining the (empty) boulevards. The existence of these products
implies that the represented goods must necessarily be produced somewhere, and in abundance.
Thus, much like the subterranean transference of labor in New Babylon, the factory in the
extreme maquettes is not eradicated but rather hidden from view—an effect reminiscent of the
outsourcing and offshoring of productive labor. Those economic maneuvers, which have
continued apace since the 1970s, function to direct manufacturing away from prosperous urban
centers. The goal of outsourcing and offshoring is for corporations to benefit from the lowest
possible labor costs, resulting in the proliferation of factories in Southern Asia and parts of
Africa. Alongside the numerous economic and social consequences of that labor practice,
outsourcing and offshoring remove production plants and manufacturing centers from the view
of wealthy global metropolises.
Kingelez’s omission of manufacturing sites, factories, residences, and traces of human
life provides an apt illustration of the flow and crystallization of modernity—in other words, the
continuous processes of production, waste accumulation, waste expulsion, and more production
in order to fill the gaps of the expelled substances. His city is reminiscent of Italo Calvino’s
mysterious Leonia, a city described in his novel Le città invisibili, wherein the desires of the
residents depend on expelling waste to the enclosure’s periphery in search of perpetual newness.
Obsessively, Leonians seek “‘the joy of expelling, discarding, cleansing themselves of a
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recurrent impurity” whilst accumulating “a fortress of indestructible leftovers” beyond the city
limits.94 In the extreme maquettes, as in the purity-seeking Leonian metropolis, the spaces of
interpersonal exchange, dwelling, family life, and commodity production disappear beyond the
edges of the utopian metropolis. “Perhaps the whole world, beyond Leonia's boundaries, is
covered by craters of rubbish, each surrounding a metropolis in constant eruption.”95
Like the supposed mountains of rubbish beyond the borders of Leonia, the expulsion of
impurity from the extreme maquettes draws attention to the opaque, undefined space of the city’s
periphery. Despite all of their glamor and glory, Kingelez’s maquettes point to what is missing—
the part of life that Fred Moten and Stefano Harney refer to as the “commons.” For, as Moten
and Harney speculate, politics functions to surround a militarized “enclosure” that pushes social
life (the commons) to the periphery of its fortress; that enclosure, however, is illusory.96 The
image of democracy that politics generates through its enclosures is misleading, and “politics is
an ongoing attack on the common—the general and generative antagonism—from within the
surround.”97 Kingelez’s immaculate Kinshasa conspicuously eliminates social life, and with it,
the “commons.” The maquettes instead place the illusory “enclosure” on display; the social
infrastructure, ruins, and decay that plague the actual Kinshasa are excluded—nearly, but not
entirely—to the periphery.
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The Kingelez-esque use of attention-grabbing, fantastical architecture to conceal the
surrounding decay of the “commons” also appears in a number of actual cities around the globe.
Las Vegas is a particularly apt example: the city center is dominated by massive commercial
structures that, like the skyscrapers in Kingelez’s Kinshasa, mimic various international
monuments (Figure 28). Las Vegas beckons thrill-chasing visitors while pointing aggressively to
the global landscape, effectively preventing scrutiny of the sprawling poverty-stricken
neighborhoods that clutter the city’s periphery. Nigerian-American author Chris Abani draws a
striking literary connection between Las Vegas and contemporary African metropolises in his
book The Secret History of Las Vegas. The novel’s protagonist, Sunil, moves to Las Vegas from
his native Johannesburg and is immediately enthralled by the American city’s gleaming
architecture and its concealment of the surrounding poverty:
Vegas is really an African city, Sunil thought. What other imagination would build such a
grandiose tomb to itself? And just like in every major city across Africa, from Cairo to
his hometown of Johannesburg, the palatial exteriors of the city architecture barely
screened the seething poverty, the homelessness, and the despair that spread in townships
and shantytowns as far as the eye could see. But just as there, here in Vegas, the glamour
beguiled and blinded all but those truly intent on seeing and in this way, the tinsel of it
mocked the obsessive hope of those who flocked there.98
Abani’s potent prose provides an apropos literary parallel to the pristine architecture of
Kingelez’s maquettes, and to the “common” parts of society that Moten and Harney distinguish
from the “enclosure.” The prosperous gem Kingelez imagines perched atop the Congo River is
haunted by the “seething poverty, the homelessness, and the despair” that encroach upon the
enclosed center; total elimination of these unseemly forces, however, is impossible.
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Despite Kingelez’s commitment to excluding the poverty-stricken shantytowns that
spread out from Kinshasa’s center, paraphernalia of the surround manage to creep into the
models. The cigarette packs and Coca-Cola cans Kingelez reimagines as brick-and-mortar
function as billboards for consumer products; concomitantly, however, they embody a second
identity—the detritus of surplus capitalism. Indeed, the maquettes are composed of household
objects (tape, cardboard), trash (toilet paper rolls, paper scraps), and used consumer goods (tea
bags, soda cans). Although the maquettes represent an immaculate futuristic metropolis, they
also signify the industrial and post-industrial processes of waste and surplus accumulation. With
a squint of the eye, Kingelez’s urban gem morphs into the cobbled-together backwash of the
globalized ideological image of consumerism. Remnants of the waste that plague Kinshasa’s
commons seep in from the periphery, reminding viewers of the ever-accumulating excesses of
capitalist overproduction. As such, the extreme maquettes embody what I propose can be
designated the aesthetics of waste.
Waste is a defining feature of the “commons” that surround enclosures,99 and a defining
feature of modernity. The surplus production inherent to late capitalism both creates an excess of
consumer goods and fails to distribute those goods symmetrically across human populations.
And waste is not limited to the category of consumer goods; human waste, as Bauman calls it,
“is an inevitable outcome of modernization.”100 He continues:
For a greater part of modern history… huge parts of the globe (‘backward’,
‘underdeveloped’ parts, when measured by the ambitions of the already modern, that is
obsessively modernizing, sector of the planet) stayed wholly or partly unaffected by
modernizing pressures, thus escaping their ‘overpopulation’ effect. Confronted with the
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modernizing niches of the globe, such (‘premodern’, ‘underdeveloped’) parts tended to
be viewed and treated as lands able to absorb the excess of the population of the
‘developed countries’; natural destinations for the export of ‘redundant humans’ and
obvious, ready-made dumping sites for the human waste of modernization. The disposal
of human waste produced in the ‘modernized’ and still ‘modernizing’ parts of the globe
was the deepest meaning of colonization and imperialist conquests.101
The connection Bauman draws between human waste and “underdeveloped” parts of the globe is
especially pertinent to Kingelez’s modernist models. Kinshasa, the former capital of Belgium’s
Central African colonial exploit, is precisely the sort of “backward” locale that Bauman
poignantly describes in the above excerpt from his book Wasted Lives: Modernity and its
Outcasts. Indeed, the struggling, now postcolonial Congolese metropolis has become a
“destination for the export of ‘redundant humans’” and a “dumping ground” for surplus
production.
Human waste is a phenomenon exacerbated, by the unstable forces of liquid modernity.
Poverty, migration, statelessness, and the transition from peasant-based production to the global
marketplace all create droves of “unwanted” and displaced peoples. The effects of urbanization
in Kinshasa, a city of nearly seventeen million include the creation of a massive class of former
agricultural workers. The city’s gradual integration into the global market of exchange has
caused a crippling destruction of older mechanisms of sustainability and labor; demand for
specific exports (primarily copper, cobalt, and gold) has drastically narrowed the country’s
productive scope. With every passing year, self-sufficiency and sustainability become more and
more of an impossibility. Former agricultural workers from rural areas now flock to Kinshasa en
masse. Routinely, they find themselves unemployed, poverty-stricken, and underqualified for the
transition from peasant-based production to the modern marketplace. Simultaneously, the cost of
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living in the Congolese capital has skyrocketed: consumer products are, in 2022, more expensive
in Kinshasa than in New York City. Unemployed urban migrants haunt the city’s streets, able to
survive only by the mechanisms that AbdouMaliq Simone describes as “informal” economic
exchange.102 Indeed, in territories dependent on and external to the global hegemons,
modernization leaves a trail of human waste in its wake. The “cleaned-up” and globalized
society that Kingelez portrays in his maquettes is an exaggerated extension of the same economic
tides that create an overwhelming quantity of Kinois “human waste.”
Kingelez’s futuristic metropolis does not embody the connotations that accompany the
term “waste” in the conventional sense: the models exude a pristine precision and cleanliness
that imply a meticulous urban environment. And yet, the whimsical architecture and wide
boulevards are built from what is, both literally and figuratively, a pile of trash. As I have
demonstrated, the maquettes depict an environment that is hospitable for capital rather than
humans; or, perhaps, one that has been depleted of its living population.103 In Kingelez’s work,
the human waste that Bauman describes has been eliminated from the enclosure. Kingelez
relegates human waste to some hypothetical periphery, alongside the factories and manufacturing
sites that presumably create the consumer products littering the city’s streets. Only traces of that
waste, in the form of corporate overproduction, manage to seep in.

3C: Borders, Labor and Surplus Value
Constant’s and Kingelez’s architectural models represent skewed, but existent, trends in
modern labor. Each artist’s utopian proposal communes with an actual effect of globalization:

102

See Chapter 1, Section 2.

103

See Chapter 2, Section 2.

64

Constant intuits the growth of technological and automated production, whereas Kingelez
accelerates the transition from agricultural and industrial economies to the financialized global
marketplace. Each labor model produces a form of “human waste.” Constant’s fully automated
post-work society frees the homo ludens from work, allowing them the luxury of nomadic leisure
and idle folly; the productive capacity of humans is eliminated in favor of endless play.
Automation does not produce human waste in the sense of statelessness or migratory poverty—
what Bauman describes as “the population of those who either could not or were not wished to
be recognized or allowed to stay.”104 Yet, it produces a uniform class of “excessive” and
“redundant” people, those who are not economically or socially productive. New Babylon deals
with the absence of work not by reducing human waste but by liberating humans to a lifestyle of
pleasant, wasteful nomadism, far from the scruples and anxieties of the “wasted” underclass that
Bauman describes.
Not only does Constant’s utopian model liberate homo ludens from traditional labor
roles; but also it frees inhabitants from the social bonds of family, religion, and neighborhood.
Creative production, expressed largely through architectural manipulation, is the sole remaining
activity for New Babylonians. And, because all economic value is created by automated
machines, the creative production of the homo ludens is entirely superfluous. Indeed, “Culture is
itself a kind of ‘surplus value’: as Leon Trotsky points out, it feeds on the sap of economics, and
a material surplus in society is essential for its growth. ‘Art needs comfort, even abundance’, he
declares in Literature and Revolution.”105 Comfort and abundance are readily available luxuries
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in New Babylon, and surplus cultural accumulation has a total monopoly as the fruit of the
inhabitants’ exploits.
Kingelez, by comparison, attempts to eliminate human waste from the transformed
Kinois enclosure. He pushes the “commons” to the periphery of his utopian city, banishing social
life, cultural exchange, informality, and people in general to the invisible borderlands beyond the
maquettes’ edges. And yet, traces of the waste accumulated by consumer society creep into the
models, reminding viewers of the surplus production characteristic of global capitalism. Creative
production in this environment is irrelevant. In New Babylon, Constant designs a mutable grid
that invites creative play from otherwise idle homo ludens. Kingelez, however, pours his own
whimsical creativity into the architectural construction, leaving none for his (potentially nonexistent) inhabitants. The production in Kingelez’s utopia is limited to the realms of finance and
consumer goods.
The ways in which each artists’ architectural construction deals with work and waste
reflect trends at play in modernity. The models and their accompanying utopian proposals
approximate competing ideals for labor structures in late modernity. Socialist and utopian
thinkers have, since the Industrial Revolution, toyed periodically with the prospect of automated
labor. Paul Lafargue, son-in-law to Marx himself, is one of the more famous examples. His 1883
text Droit à la Paresse stakes the claim that modern automation allows for a dramatically
decreased, if not completely abolished, work day. Instead of spending their lives enslaved to
wage labor, Lafargue asserts, people should embrace their right to laziness—that is, to leisure
and love, recreation and relaxation. Work is not sacred nor virtuous; that idea, according to
Lafargue, is a bourgeois invention. He pontificates:
A strange delusion possesses the working classes of the nations where capitalist
civilization holds its sway. This delusion drags in its train the individual and social woes

66

which for two centuries have tortured sad humanity. This delusion is the love of work,
the furious passion for work, pushed even to the exhaustion of the vital force of the
individual and his progeny. Instead of opposing this mental aberration, the priests, the
economists and the moralists have cast a sacred halo over work.106
Interestingly, Lafargue’s determination that the sanctity of work is a bourgeois construction
somewhat contradicts Constant’s idea for universal bourgeoisification. The rejection of a
bourgeois existence entails, for Lafargue, the elimination of work-time from the organization of
daily life. Constant, however, envisions his homo ludens as an ascendent bourgeoisie. Idle time,
nomadism, and non-productive play are, according to Constant, bourgeois privileges.
Socialist proposals of fully automated societies are not limited to the nineteenth-century
era of industrial production. As recently as 2019, Aaron Bastani published Fully Automated
Luxury Communism: A Manifesto, in which he argues for an automated, post-scarcity technosociety reminiscent of New Babylon. He distinguishes between the previous industrial era and the
current technological era, insisting that the advent of technologies such as artificial intelligence
and machine learning uniquely qualify the coming years as the ideal time to eliminate human
labor. Bastani’s fully automated society is a utopian telos, adamant about the historicist
progression of economic struggle through capitalism and the technological era. Constant’s
proposal to bury automated labor in the invisible subterranean layer of New Babylon situates
itself between Lafargue’s “right to laziness” and Bastani’s post-scarcity technotopia. The artist’s
assertion that human life is ideally spent engaged in nomadic play and creative production
echoes Lafargue’s insistence on a lazy existence, whereas Constant’s proposed transition to
techno-architectural infrastructure seems to illustrate Bastani’s teleological utopia of automated
communism.
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Kingelez’s approach to work and waste orients itself, at least seemingly, along an
oppositional axis. Indeed, the Congolese artist embraces the tides of global capital as they sweep
urban spaces onto the growing map of international outposts of exchange. Unlike Constant,
whose flexible grid extends infinitely through space, Kingelez constructs a metropolis with a
clear set of boundaries. The undefined space outside of the hard edges of the maquettes
presumably houses residents, commercial production, and social life; those essential parts of life,
however, are shrouded in opacity. And yet, the waste creeps into the enclosure from the
mysterious periphery, leaving in its wake a trail of disposable consumer goods, or rather, trash.
The structures that crowd the enclosure are predominantly sites of financial and corporate trade,
rather than “productive” labor in the traditional sense. The absence of human life and social
space among these structures, though, implies that the new modes of exchange do not necessitate
human presence to maintain function. The architectural structures themselves are the outposts,
communicating with presumably similar metropolises that populate the globe through a network
of technological exchange. In this sense, Kingelez’s labor model shares a similarity with
Constant’s: the locus of production in each artwork is embedded within the technology of
architecture itself. With the introduction of the homo ludens, however, Constant addresses the
question of how and where the human population spends its time and energy once freed from the
bonds of productive labor. Kingelez, conversely, makes no attempt at explaining those patterns
and habits. The futuristic model of Kinshasa is a truly post-human utopia.
Constant and Kingelez also take opposing stances on their incorporation—or lack—of
city boundaries. Whereas Constant designs a megastructure that extends limitlessly through
global space, Kingelez delineates sharp edges around his metropolis. Nonetheless, that border is
porous, and the waste from the implied peripheral space drifts into the enclosure. Literal and
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human forms of waste resist total elimination from the city center, and reveal themselves through
garbage, scraps, and other corporate backwash. The boundaries Kingelez carves out between city
and not-city belong, according to Paul Virilio, to an outdated urban model. “If the metropolis is
still a place, a geographical site,” he writes, “it no longer has anything to do with the classical
opposition of city/country nor center/periphery… the intramural-extramural opposition collapsed
with the transport revolutions and the development of communication and telecommunications
technologies. These promoted the merger of disconnected metropolitan fringes into a single
urban mass.”107 Kingelez’s design for a sharp edge barring the center from the encroaching
commons—the metropole from the periphery—is thus a relic from a disappearing urban order.
The intensely modern and high-tech metropolis Kingelez designs promotes an increasingly
impossible illusion of enclosed urbanity.
Conversely, Constant’s rejection of borders aligns itself with Virilio’s dissolving
metropolis. His signature choice of materials—plexiglass and metal—reinforces the trend Virilio
describes as an abandonment of opacity: “deprived of objective boundaries,” he explains, “the
architectonic element begins to drift and float in an electronic ether, devoid of spatial
dimensions, but inscribed in the singular temporality of an instantaneous diffusion.”108 And,
because Constant does not attempt to delineate boundaries separating city centers from the
periphery, the artist ascribes a diffuse quality to waste. Instead of seeping in through the cracks
of city borders, like in Kingelez’s model, waste circulates, meanders about, blends in. Perhaps
Constant successfully buries the inevitable waste of perpetual production deep underground and
out of human view, alongside his endlessly toiling machinery. Perhaps, though, waste trickles
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into New Babylon’s infrastructure unnoticed, drifting up from the subsurface in the form of
smoke, steam, and residual particulates from underground machinery. Rising gaseous industrial
material is indeed a theme of modern art. A striking example is found in Monet’s 1877 Gare St.
Lazare (Figure 29): exhaust from idling trains billows upwards to confront the overhead cover of
fer et verre, a modern architectural structure with a commanding presence in industrial society.
The form of waste so sumptuously depicted in Monet’s painting is not material in the sense of
the garbage that clutters Kingelez’s constructions. Yet, in its omnipresence and practical
invisibility, gaseous waste oozes into all inhabited spaces, infecting the environment both
external and internal to the human body.
Waste, whether material or gaseous, is an inevitable consequence of surplus production
and of technologically advanced societies. The urban model Constant designs rests atop the
perpetual toiling of heavy, subterranean machinery. It is the sort of industrial technology that
releases a gradual stream of smoke and steam into the stratosphere, finding its way into the lungs
of the population before ascending to distant heights. The recession of opacity that characterizes
Constant’s choice of material (plexiglass and steel is but a flimsier version of fer et verre) also
applies to the form of waste his surplus society generates. Waste is both invisible and
omnipresent. Kingelez, on the other hand, attempts to distance his metropolis from the sites of
production surrounding the enclosure. Waste generated from the overproduction of consumer
goods, however, is quite literally the bedrock of his city. Indeed, both models demonstrate the
inextricable relationship between work and waste—the proportional generation of which is
intensified dramatically by surplus production.
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Conclusion
I return now to the words of Richard Noble cited in the introduction to this thesis, which
locate the core of utopian art as “an attempt to model in some way the tension between an
immanent critique of the present and a future, radically other condition implied by that
critique.”109 The central tension Noble pinpoints in utopian art—between critique and proposal
for transformed future conditions—is well-represented in the art of Constant and Kingelez. Each
artist’s work inserts itself within distinct contexts of urban struggle. Constant and Kingelez size
up those struggles and, in response, create liberatory, teleological sites of transformation in their
architectural constructions. Employing the mechanisms of technology, global connectivity, and
reformed economic systems, each artist lunges futureward toward the emergent frontiers of
computerized possibility.
And yet, through the aesthetics of desire, work, and waste, these two iterations of
architecturally-modeled utopia complicate Noble’s assertion. It is not precisely an untethered
dream of alterity that Constant and Kingelez construct; rather, the artists build their cities upon
the rubble of capitalist desire and overproduction. Constant’s work communes with the lust for
automation, universal ascent to the bourgeoisie, and perpetual nomadism—symptoms of the eradefining onset of “liquid modernity.” Kingelez’s city of pulsating color and coruscating
architecture meanwhile aligns itself with capitalism’s boisterous brandification, the transition
from industrial to post-industrial urban centers, and the fortification of the urban “enclosure”
against the surrounding “commons.” Each testifies to twenty-first-century realities that were,
during the time Constant and Kingelez were working, nascent trends in global socioeconomic
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structures. In their radical futurity, Constant and Kingelez manage simply to predict the flux and
fortification of techno-modernity.
The reflection of late modern and capitalist desire embedded in the work of Constant and
Kingelez inflects the possible readings of the utopian project. Artwork under capitalism is
perpetually subject to furthering capitalist ideologies in an ongoing dialectical progression
wherein culture and consciousness are commodified, as is noted by Adorno and Horkheimer.110
Utopian modeling, as Noble insists, is an attempt to critique extant systems (at times the very
“culture industry” identified by Adorno and Horkheimer), and imagine other possibilities of
living and working. And yet, the genre is not excused from the flow of capitalist desire that
crystalizes around urban space and technological infrastructure. “Architecture expresses the very
soul of its inhabitants,” Bataille contends; but so too does it generate those inhabitants’ “soul”
through shaping their patterns of mobility, impulses, yearnings, social interactions, and
relationships to commodity objects.111 An architecture that favors extreme nomadism and play,
like Constant’s, indeed encourages the break with traditional social bonds that characterizes
liquid modernity. An architecture that lines its fantastical streets with corporate advertisement,
like Kingelez’s, entraps desire within the capitalist framework of surplus production.
In the context this thesis has examined, spaces that initially appear transformative in their
teleological and utopian futurism reveal themselves as intensified modalities of extant reality. In
the cases of Constant and Kingelez, and perhaps in many others yet to be evaluated in this
manner, the criticality inherent to utopian projects merges intimately with a deep-seeded
reverence for the emergent trends of society. Thus, I propose that examining other utopian
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architectures—beyond the work of Constant and Kingelez— is needed in order to fully
conceptualize the predictive to evidence the predictive and hyper-conditional nature of utopia
after capitalism. Late modernity, as defined by the maquettes central to this thesis and by the
events of recent decades, is an “addictive machine” of capitalist desire, technology, constant
connectivity, and surplus accumulation. Notions of utopia created within this environment tend
toward an acceleration and intensification of those addictive mechanics. Futurity and
inevitability are, in the modern era, inextricably enmeshed emissions of contemporary aesthetics.
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Figures

Figure 1: Constant, Grote gele sector, 1967, metal, plexiglass, oil on wood, 38 x 131 x 155 cm.
Collection Kunstmuseum Den Haag, NL. Source: Museo Reina Sofia.
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Figure 2: Bodys Isek Kingelez, Sports Internationaux, 1997, misc. materials including soda cans,
tea bags, paper, plastic, and marker, 90 x 85 x 25 cm. Queensland Art Gallery, Brisbane. Source:
Museum of Modern Art.
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Figure 3: Constant, La Guerre II, 1950, oil on linen, 99 x 69.3 cm. Collection Stedelijk Museum
Amsterdam, NL. Source: Fondation Constant, photographed by Tom Haartsen.
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Figure 4: Constant, Construction dans un volume (Wire Construction in Prism), 1957, black
steel, iron, brass, and paint, 142 x 49.5 x 21.5 cm. Collection Fondation Constant longterm loan
to Stedelijk Museum Schiedam, NL. Source: Fondation Constant, photographed by Tom
Haartsen.
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Figure 5: Constant, Adieu la P., 1962, oil on linen, 112.5 x 145.5 cm. Collection Fondation
Constant long-term loan to Cobra Museum of Modern Art, Amstelveen, NL. Source: Fondation
Constant, photographed by Tom Haartsen.
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Figure 6: Constant, Project for a Gypsy Camp, 1956, stainless steel, aluminum, plexiglass, oil on
wood, 21 x 30 cm. Gemeentemuseum Den Haag, NL. Source: Museo Reina Sofia.
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Figure 7: Constant, Klein Labyr (Small Labyrinth), 1959, crayon, metal, oil paint, plexiglass,
wood, 70 x 35 x 56 cm. Collection Kunstmuseum Den Haag, NL. Source: Fondation Constant,
photographed by Tom Haartsen.
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Figure 8: Constant, Constructie met gekleurde vlakken (Construction with Colored Planes), 1954,
steel and plexiglass, 120 x 62 x 57 cm. Collection Fondation Constant, longterm loan to Stedelijk
Museum Schiedam, NL. Source: Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam.
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Figure 9: Yona Friedman, Spatial City Project (Perspective), 1958-9, felt-tipped pen on tracing
paper, 14 x 20 cm. Museum of Modern Art, New York. Source: Museum of Modern Art.
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Figure 10: Constant, New Babylon-Amsterdam [I], 1963, geographical map and ink, 52 x 62 cm.
Collection Kunstmuseum Den Haag, NL. Source: Fondation Constant, photographed by Ton
Haartsen.
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Figure 11: Constant, Schets voor hangende sector, 1964, pencil on paper, 45 x 65 cm. Collection
Kunstmuseum Den Haag, NL. Source: Foundation Constant, photographed by Ton Haartsen.
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Figure 12: Tour de l’Échangeur, designed by architect Olivier-Clément Cacoub, Kinshasa,
Democratic Republic of the Congo. Image: 2018, source: Wikepedia Commons.
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Figure 13: Kingelez, Approche de l’Échangeur de Limete Kin, 1981, multimedia including toilet
paper rolls, cardboard, paper scraps, and tape, 82 x 35 x 43 cm. Private collection, Paris. Source:
Museum of Modern Art.
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Figure 14: Kingelez, U.N., 1995, colored paper, paperboard, plastic, aluminum foil, metallic foil
paper, foamcore, pencil, crayon, marker, adhesive, colored tape, metallic tape, fabric, copper
wire, toothpicks, map pins, metal pins, and plastic bottle caps, 91 x 74 x 53 cm. The Pigozzi
Collection, Geneva. Source: Museum of Modern Art.
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Figure 15: Kingelez, Allemagne An 2000, 1988, colored paper, paperboard, plastic, aluminum
foil, metallic foil paper, foamcore, pencil, crayon, marker, adhesive, colored tape, metallic tape,
fabric, copper wire, toothpicks, and pins, 86 x 62 x 62 cm. Long-term loan from the Centre
National des Artes Plastiques, France, to the Château d’Orion, France. Source: Museum of
Modern Art.
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Figure 16: Kingelez, Paris Nouvelle, 1989, colored paper, paperboard, plastic, aluminum foil,
metallic foil paper, foamcore, pencil, crayon, marker, adhesive, colored tape, metallic tape,
fabric, copper wire, toothpicks, and pins, 85 x 61 x 70 cm. Long-term loan from the Centre
National des Artes Plastiques, France, to the Château d’Orion, France. Source: Museum of
Modern Art.
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Figure 17: Kingelez Kinshasa: Cité du 24 Novembre de l’Authenticité Africaine, 1980, as
reproduced in Jacques Soulillou and Christian Girard, “Une international de l’art urbain,”
autrement, special issue no. 9 (October 1984). Source: Museum of Modern Art
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Figure 18: Kingelez, Untitled (1980), colored paper, paperboard, plastic, foamcore, pencil,
crayon, marker, adhesive, colored tape, metallic tape, fabric, copper wire, toothpicks, and pins,
39 x 44 x 32 cm. Private Collection, Paris. Source: Museum of Modern Art.
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Figure 19: Kingelez, Ville Fantôme, 1996, paper, cardboard, marker, pencil, tape, fabric, copper
wire, and other misc. materials, 120 x 570 x 240 cm. The Pigozzi Collection, Geneva. Source:
Museum of Modern Art.
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Figure 20: Constant, Dode Koeien (Dead Cows), 1951, oil on linen, 81 x 64 cm. Stedelijk
Museum, Amsterdam, NL. Source: Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam.

96

Figure 21: Constant, Erotic, Space, 1971, oil on linen, 165 x 175 cm. Collection Kunstmuseum
Den Haag, NL. Source: Fondation Constant, photographed by Tom Haartsen.
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Figure 22: Constant, La Révolte (The Uprising), 1972, oil on linen, 71 x 90 cm. Collection K.
van Stuijvenberg on loan to Cobra Museum of Modern Art, Amstelveen, NL. Source: Fondation
Constant, photographed by Tom Haartsen.
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Figure 23: Constant, Untitled (Model with Electronics), 1969, metal, 1.5 x 1.5 x 2m, destroyed.
Photographed by Victor Nieuwenhuys. Source: Mark Wigley, The Hyper Architecture of Desire.
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Figure 24: Kingelez, detail of Kimbembele-Ihunga, 1994, paper, cardboard, pen, marker, pins,
copper wire, foamcore, and other misc. materials. Source: Museum of Modern Art.
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Figure 25: Kingelez: Bel Atlas, 1989, paper, marker, watercolor, pen, pencil, paper board,
pins, metallic foil paper, plastic ornament and straw on foamcore structure, 81 x 65 x 45
cm. Sandro De Sanctis/African Collection. Source: Sotheby’s.
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Figure 26: Constant, Homo Ludens, 1966, pencil on paper, 144 x 139 cm. Collection
Kunstmuseum Den Haag, NL. Source: Fondation Constant, photographed by Tom Haartsen.
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Figure 27: Kingelez, Ville de Sète 3009, 2000, paper, marker, watercolor, pen, pencil, paper
board, pins, metallic foil paper, plastic ornament and straw on foamcore structure, 80 x
300 x 210 cm. Collection Musée International des Arts Modernes, Sète, France. Source:
Museum of Modern Art.
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Figure 28: Photograph of Las Vegas strip. Unattributed. Source: medium.com.
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Figure 29: Claude Monet, The Gare Saint-Lazare, 1877, oil on canvas, 75 x 104 cm. Musée
d’Orsay. Source: Musée d’Orsay, photographed by Steven Zucker.
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